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ChaPTeR one 


Ron was lying in the lush green grass atop the bluff when 
Terrence broke up with him. 
“I’m sorry,” Terrence said in the slow New England drawl 


that had first turned Ron’s head. “It’s been great, but | just 
don’t 


see this goin’ anywhere. Do you?” 
Ron had to agree. Terrence was good in bed and fun to be 


with, but there had never been anything of permanence in 
their 


relationship. 
“No, not really.” Ron rolled onto his side and smiled 


reassuringly at Terrence’s guilty look. “It’s cool. We had 
some 


fun, right? That’s all either of us really wanted.” 
Terrence’s face flooded with relief. “Oh, yeah. I’m so glad 


you're not upset, Ron. | like you a lot. | didn’t want to hurt 
you.” 


“You didn’t.” Sitting up, Ron reached out and pulled Terrence 


to him for a kiss. “So, do you still want to stay here with me 
until 


tomorrow? You can, you know.” He leaned back on his 
hands, 


Shaking his hair out of his eyes. Their flight from Eugene 
back to 


JFK wasn’t until tomorrow night, and Ron knew for a fact 
that 


NYU didn’t pay its professors enough that changing flights 
at 


the last minute—or even booking a room at the single bed 
and 


breakfast in Sebastian’s Bluff—wouldn’t take an 
uncomfortably 


large bite out of Terrence’s bank account. 

“Thanks, but I think l'Il just take the bus on over to Eugene 
today and find a hotel room for the night.” 

Ron squinted out over the sparkling water. A spit of jagged 


rock curved into the sea from the point a little ways to the 
south. 


It'd make a great spot for a photo shoot. “Go ahead and 
take the 


rental car. | think I’m gonna hang out here for a while.” 
Terrence’s eyebrows shot up. “Are you sure? You won’t have 


any way to get around without the car.” 


“It has to be turned in tomorrow anyway.” The wind blew 
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Ron’s hair across his face again. He raked it back. “The 
town’s only 


a mile or So away. | won’t need a car.” He laughed at 
Terrence’s 


worried frown. “Don’t worry about me, T, l'Il be fine.” 
“You're sure?” 

“I’m positive.” 

Terrence didn’t look convinced. Ron flashed his most 
charming smile. 

Eventually, Terrence shook his head and smiled. “All right.” 


He stood, brushed the loose grass off of his clothes and 
Slipped 


his sneakers back on. “You have to call me if you need 
anything, 


okay? Promise.” 

Ron wouldn’t call and they both knew it, but he nodded 
anyway. 

He stayed out on the cliff while Terrence packed. When 


Terrence emerged from the house again, Ron rose to meet 
him. 


They walked to the rented sedan in silence. 

After Terrence tossed his bag into the back seat, Ron laid a 
hand on his arm. “Hey, T?” 

“Yes?” Terrence turned to look at him. 

Ron studied the face that had become so familiar over the 
last five months and felt nothing. No sadness, no pain for his 
departure. Still... “Why now?” 

“I’ve known for a while that something was a little off 


between us.” Terrence’s lips quirked into a smile. “I guess it 
just 


took this trip for it to click that it wasn’t workin’ anymore.” 
“Yeah. | guess you're right.” Taking Terrence’s hand, Ron 
gave it a squeeze. “Take care of yourself, T.” 

“You too.” 


Ron tilted his face up for Terrence’s kiss. Their last one. It 
was 


strange, but at the same time kind of a relief. Terrence was 
right. 


Things hadn’t been quite right for a while now. 


When they drew apart, Terrence looked at him like he 
wanted 


to say something else. Really, though, there wasn’t anything 
else 
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to say. Terrence climbed into the car, cranked the engine 
and 


rolled down the circular gravel drive. 
Ron watched the car until it disappeared around the curve in 


the road, then returned to the edge of the cliff and flopped 
onto 


his back in the cool grass. “Some romantic weekend,” he 
told the 


azure sky, and laughed at himself for saying it. 


He lay there until nearly noon, watching the occasional 
cloud 


drift by, and thinking. The only film the single grocery-slash- 
drug 


store in Sebastian’s Bluff had was thirty-five millimeter. If 
Ron 


planned to stay here more than a couple of days, he’d need 
to 


order a whole shitload of four-by-five for landscape shots. 
Some 


high speed black and white too, in case he wanted to shoot 
at 


night. This place was flat-out gorgeous. The bluffs, the 
beaches, 


and the forest within spitting distance of Aunt Marjorie’s 
house 


alone would use up what he had in no time. His aunt had 
already 


told him the house was free until mid-December. 
He scratched his nose, frowning. If he hung out that long, 


he’d have to order chemicals and set up a dark room too. 
It'd 


be worth it, though, if Excursion bought his photos like they 


usually did. He’d get a fortune for what he could shoot here. 
Add 


in some shots of the town, with its quaint shops and neat 
little 


Italianate-style cottages, and he’d be set for months. Maybe 
Aunt 


Marjorie would even let him sell some photos of her house. 
The 


view from the widow’s walk was incredible. 
After lunch, he called Aunt Marjorie to ask if he could stay in 


her house for a while longer. She agreed readily, like he’d 
figured 


she would. 


“Of course you can stay, honey. It’s a weight off my mind, 


actually, knowing that you'll be there for a while before my 
first 


renters show up. I’ve had some work done on it since | 
bought 


it this summer, but I'd love it if you’d let me know about any 
problems that crop up while you’re there.” 
“Yeah, I'd be glad to.” He plopped into one of the blue- 


checkered padded chairs at the kitchen table and studied 
the 
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fruit bowl. Three apples and a pear. He needed to go 
grocery 


shopping if he was going to stay. “Thanks for letting me 
hang 


out here, Aunt Marjorie. | appreciate it.” 


“No trouble at all, dear.” Her voice dropped low. “What 
about 


your young man? Terrence, was it? Will he be staying with 
you?” 


Ron stifled a laugh. It amused him how Aunt Marjorie 
sounded 


faintly scandalized whenever she asked about his 
boyfriends, 


but she always asked. “We broke up. Just today. He’s staying 
in 


Eugene tonight and flying back to New York tomorrow.” 
She let out a gasp. “Oh, no. Are you all right, sweetheart?” 
“Yeah, I’m fine.” 

“Oberon James Winters, you wouldn’t lie to your old aunt, 
would you?” 

“No. I’m really fine.” Ron picked up an apple. “I liked him, 


but | didn’t love him.” Like you’d know, Mr. Never Get Too 
Serious. 


You’ve never been in love. “|'m actually kind of looking 
forward to 


spending some time here alone. It’s a great place.” 
“Are you going to take pictures, dear?” 
“Sure am. The town, the bluffs, the forest, everything. This 


place is gorgeous. I’m going to do a photo spread and see if 
| can 


sell it to Excursion. Oh, do you mind if | set up a darkroom in 
the basement?” 
“Of course not, dear, do whatever you need to. How long 


were you thinking of staying?” 


“Not sure.” Ron took a bite of his apple. “lIl be out before 
your renters need it though, | promise.” 

“Oberon, that’s not what | was getting at, and you know it. 
And don’t talk with your mouth full.” 

Ron finished chewing and swallowed his bite of fruit. “Sorry. 
So what were you getting at, Oh Favorite Aunt O’ Mine?” 
She laughed. “The town has a wonderful, interesting history, 


maybe you could write a piece about it to go along with 
your 


photo spread. | believe the magazine would love it, and it 
would 


These haunted heighTs 5 


certainly drum up more tourism for the area, which is 
something 


they need. The tourists go to Florence and Yachats, but they 
tend 


to drive right past Sebastian’s Bluff on the way. The place 
could 


use some help in that arena.” 
The idea was exciting enough that Ron bounced in place a 


little bit. “Aunt Marj, that is so brilliant, l'II even forgive you 
for 


calling me Oberon.” 


She clucked her tongue. “It’s your name, dear. You should 
be 


proud of it.” 

Ron laughed. “Yeah, right. Wonder if Mom and Dad would’ve 
still named me that if they’d known I’d turn out queer?” 
“Honey, please. You know why they chose that.” 

Ron bit into the apple again to keep from saying anything 


he’d regret later. His parents were, as his younger sister put 
it, 


‘Shakespeare geeks.’ He still thanked whatever powers 
existed that 


most high school boys, even the ones in his Greenwich 
Village 


school, were not particularly familiar with A Midsummer 
Night’s 


Dream. It was difficult enough being small, delicately pretty, 
and 


gay without everyone knowing he was named after the king 
of 


the faeries. 


A glance at the kitchen clock told Ron he needed to go if he 


wanted to order the supplies he needed from the Photo 
Finish 


website under the wire for Tuesday delivery. God, but Labor 
Day 


was a pain sometimes. “I gotta go now. Thanks for letting 
me stay 


and giving me the head’s up about the town. l'Il definitely 
ask my 


editor at Excursion about doing a story to go with the 
photos.” 


“You're welcome, dear. Call me again, won’t you? It’s 
wonderful to hear your voice.” 

“Į will. Love you.” 

“Love you too. Goodbye.” 

“Bye.” 

After he hung up, Ron pulled up the website on his phone 


and ordered dark room supplies and every kind of film he 
could 


imagine he might need in enough quantity to last at least 
two 


6 Ally Blue 
months. That done, he put on his sunglasses, picked up his 


partially-eaten apple and wandered back outside. 


He walked to the edge of the cliff. It was a spectacularly 


beautiful afternoon. White puffs of cloud floated across a 
bright 


blue sky. Far below, the Pacific rolled long, white-capped 
waves 


against the foot of the bluff. 
Standing there with the wind in his hair and the ocean at his 


feet, Ron felt a sense of unlimited possibility. He spread his 
arms 


wide, his apple still clutched in one hand. 

“Whatever you’ve got, bring it on,” he called into the warm 
breeze. “I’m ready.” 

The sea and sky showed no signs of changing his life on the 


spot, but he didn’t mind. Whatever the coming weeks 
brought, it 


would be an adventure of one sort or another. That was 
enough 


for him. 


OOO 


Ron woke with a start deep in the night. He sat up and 
stared 


into the blackness of the room he and Terrence had chosen 


mostly for its huge four-poster bed. The crescent moon 
outside 


his window illuminated nothing, but he sensed no 
movement in 


the gloom. Only the hum of the heater broke the quiet. 
He frowned, wondering what had woken him. Kicking the 


covers off, he felt his way to the door and stuck his head out 
into 


the hall. He held his breath and listened. Nothing. Then the 
heat 


kicked off, and he heard it—low, broken sobs, drifting from 
the 


third floor tower room overhead. 
As unlikely as it seemed, someone—a man, from the sound 


of it—was up there on the top floor, crying as if his heart 
might 


shatter. 
A chill ran up Ron’s spine. How the hell had anyone gotten 


in without him hearing? The front door had two deadbolts 
that 


would still be latched after a nuclear blast. The back door 
lock 


could be picked by an enterprising thief, but it squealed like 
a 


pig at slaughter when opened. The noise would have woken 
him 
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instantly, as would any attempt at breaking windows. For 
that 


matter, anyone climbing a staircase in this house should 
have 


woken him. Every step squeaked somewhere. There was no 
way an 


intruder could get all the way to the third floor without 
creating 


a veritable symphony of creaking wood. 

And who would break into a house just to go up to the top 
floor and have a good cry? 

Ron shuffled to the dresser, groped for his phone and 


thumbed it on. Whoever was up there, he wasn’t there for 
any 


good reason. Ron didn’t much want to wait around and find 
out 


what it was. 
“Nine-one-one,” the operator answered an endless second 


after Ron keyed in the numbers. “What is your emergency?” 


“There’s someone in my house,” Ron whispered. “He’s up 
on 


the third floor crying.” 

“Crying? Oh, are you at the old house on the bluff? Some 
lady from New York bought it this summer.” 

“Yeah, my aunt, Marjorie Winters. That’s where I’m staying, 


yes.” Ron raked a hand through his hair. “Look, just hurry 
and 


send someone, okay? | don’t Know who it is upstairs or how 
he 


got in here, but he must be psycho or something.” 

To Ron’s horror, the woman on the other end of the phone 
laughed. “Oh, honey, that’s just the ghost.” 

Ron’s mouth fell open. “What? No! Someone broke into my 
house, and he’s upstairs right now, crying.” 

“Yep. That’s the ghost, all right.” 

“But—” 

“Did you hear anyone break in?” 


“Well, no. But someone is definitely up there. Please, just 
send 


someone out here, will you?” 


The operator chuckled. “All right, calm down. I’m sending 


Joe around to check things out and ease your mind. He’ll be 
there 


in a few.” 
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Ron sat on the bed and tried not to think of how he’d have 
a cop at his door within two minutes if he was back in his 


apartment. This wasn’t New York City. “Thank you. | 
appreciate 


it.” 
“Sure thing.” 


Ron cut off the call, even though he knew he wasn’t 
Supposed 


to. Maybe it would get Joe the Cop here faster. Scrolling over 
to 


his phone’s flashlight app, Ron turned it on and went to get 
his 


sleep pants out of the small bag he’d packed for the 
weekend. He 


didn’t think the policeman would appreciate being greeted 
at the 


door by a naked man. 


HOU 


When the knock sounded on the front door eight and a half 


minutes later, the crying upstairs abruptly stopped. Joe the 
Cop 


found the tower room and the widow's walk circling the 
outside 


empty. All the second floor rooms were empty as well. Ron 
didn’t 


ask Joe to check the first floor, but did it himself after the 
officer 


left. He found no crying man, or any sign of recent crying- 
stranger activity. 
Oh, honey, that’s just the ghost. 


Ron laughed. Ghost. Right. He’d spent enough time in 
enough 


old houses to know they made really strange noises 
sometimes. 


Granted, he’d never heard one cry before, but there was a 
first 


time for everything. Now that he knew about this one, he 
could 


take steps to keep his imagination from running away with 
him 


again. 


In the meantime, the photographer in him was restless, 
drawn 


to the tower room. 
On his way back to the third floor, Ron stopped to grab his 


ear buds and tripod and change the film in his camera to 
twelve 


hundred ISO. Maybe the photos would come out and maybe 
they 


wouldn’t, but he was by God going to try. 
Up in the tower room, he plugged the ear buds into his 


phone, scrolled through his music file to Sigur Rós and set it 
to 
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shuffle all songs, and then stuck the phone in the back 
pocket 


of his sleep pants and wandered out onto the widow’s walk. 
He 


was irretrievably awake now, and the white sliver of the 
moon's 


reflection wavered like a restless spirit on the water. Might 
as 


well capture its image on film. He could take a few shots of 
the 


widow’s walk and the tower room while he was at it. The 
night 


lent both of them a mysterious feel bordering on the 
sinister, and 


he wanted to try to preserve that ephemeral quality in 
pictures 


before daylight destroyed it. 

Who knew, maybe he’d even catch one of a ghost. 

Yeah, right. 

Snickering to himself, he unfolded the tripod and went to 


work. 


ChaPTeR Two 


Drew LaSalle spotted the city boy coming out of Parker's 
Grocery & Supply the Wednesday after Labor Day. He sat 
behind the wheel of his battered old pickup and stared, and 


not just because the kid was ridiculously good-looking in 
that 


boyish hipster way, or because a professional-looking 
camera 


swung from his neck and he was pulling an honest-to-Christ 


wagon behind him. You just didn’t usually see tourists 
shopping 


at Parker’s. The few visitors Sebastian’s Bluff got normally 
made 


the trip fifteen, sixteen miles or so south to one of the big 
chain 


grocery stores on the outskirts of Florence, with their 
discount 


cards and double coupon days. Most visitors didn’t even 
know 


Parker’s existed. 


Besides that, the rare tourists who actually stopped here in 


town for more than a few pictures weren’t hipsters. Retirees, 
rich 


Europeans, the occasional group of college kids on a driving 


tour of the coast. Drew had lived here his whole life, and 
he'd 


never once seen anyone who looked like he’d stepped 
straight out 


of some snobby Seattle art gallery or something. 


He watched the boy’s retreating figure in his side view 
mirror. 


Beneath a dark blue sweater that looked a size too small, 
the tails 


of an untucked white shirt flopped over a pert little ass 
encased 


in snug blue denim. The wagon was loaded up with paper 
bags. 


Groceries poked out of the tops of most of them. The rest 
seemed to be full of clothes. The boy’s fingers curled around 


the wagon’s handle in a way that suggested a certain 
familiarity 


with shopping on foot. The sleeves of his shirt and sweater 
were 


rolled up, showing forearms that looked white as milk but 
corded 


with a surprising amount of muscle for someone so slim. 
Drew wanted him. Wanted to rip off those nice, form-fitting 


jeans, bend him over the nearest convenient sturdy object, 
and 


fuck him hard and fast. 
He’d never do it, though. Never mind that the kid looked a 
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little too young for comfort. Drew hadn't been able to get 
past the 


I want stage since William. He didn’t see any reason to think 
this 


time would be any different, even if a pretty boy like that 
would 


want anything to do with a plain old fisherman-slash- 
handyman 


like Drew. Even if Pretty Boy swung that way in the first 
place. 


Or if the two of them even crossed paths again in this 
lifetime. 


If, if, if. So many ifs. 


If things were different, he wouldn’t be sitting here right 
now, 


staring at some stranger's ass, and regretting things he 
couldn’t 


change. 


Shaking off his mood, Drew pulled the keys from the 
ignition, 


opened the door, and hopped down from the cab. He 
nodded at 


Joe Cooper, who was coming out of the store as he walked 
in. 


“Hi, Joe. How’s things? You and Ella hitting the road yet?” He 


asked every time he saw Joe, who'd been talking about him 
and 


his wife taking a cross-country driving tour ever since the 
police 


department—such as it was—first mentioned hiring ona 
new 


night officer so he could finally retire. 
“Not just yet, Drew. Maybe next month.” He held up seven 


fingers, indicating how many months it had been since he 
was 


first promised his long-awaited retirement. 
Drew shook his head. “Maybe so.” He slapped Joe on the 
shoulder. “l'Il be out tomorrow to patch that leak in your roof 


again, okay? Say ‘hi’ to Ella for me.” 


“Sure thing.” Joe gave Drew a smile and a wave as he 
headed 


into the store. 
Inside, Drew selected his groceries for the week. He added a 


six-pack of name brand beer this time. Building the swing 
set for 


the Sharps’ kids had netted him an extra hundred and fifty 
dollars 


this month, and he didn’t have any debt right now. He 
figured he 


could splurge. 


Twenty minutes later, the young woman at the checkout 
gave 


him her usual sweet smile when he wheeled his cart up to 
the 


counter. “Hey, Drew. How goes it?” 
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“Hi, Ginny. I’m doing all right, thanks.” He started loading 


his purchases onto the counter for her to add up. “How are 
Mike 


and the twins?” 


Her round face lit up, like it always did when she talked 
about 


her year-old baby girls. “Oh, they’re doing great. The girls 
are just 


about walking now. | guess we won't be able to keep up with 
‘em 


soon enough.” 
“Most likely.” He glanced out the big picture window to his 


right, even though he knew damn well the young man with 
the 


wagon would be long gone by now. “Funny thing, that city 
kid 


coming in here, huh?” 
“Yeah. He came in here Saturday, only he was with another 


man then. And oh my God, listen to this.” She leaned 
forward 


with the unmistakable gleam of juicy knowledge in her eyes. 
“They kissed. Right in the middle of the cereal aisle.” 
“Never saw such a thing in all my born days,” Doris Harlowe 


piped up, pushing her mop cart out from behind a Peachy’s 
Fruit 


Bars display. She shook her poodle-permed head sadly. 
“What’s 


the world a-comin’ to, when folks can get up to that sort of 


perverted filth in front of God and everybody?” 


Gin rolled her eyes. Drew kept his expression neutral 
through 


years of practice. It wasn’t like no one here knew about him. 


But he didn’t exactly shout it from the rooftops either, and 
he 


hadn’t been with anyone in a long, long time. The town’s 
younger 


residents, like Gin, could hardly be blamed for not knowing. 
Not 


that the knowledge would change anyone’s mind if they had 
a 


problem with it. 


Like Doris. Not that he gave a shit what she thought. Still, 
he 


didn’t particularly want to listen to her crap. 


He pulled his wallet from his back pocket. “What’s that 
come 


to?” Maybe if he ignored Gin’s gossip and Doris’s hate- 
speak, he 


wouldn’t have to deal with either one. 
“Forty dollars and sixty-seven cents.” Gin bagged up the 
canned peaches and tuna and set the bags in the cart along 


with the rest. “They looked like a real cozy couple. It was 
kinda 
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Surprising to see just the one coming back today by himself, 
without even the car. Weird.” 

Or maybe Gin'll just keep on yakking about it. 


Still, it eased some of his tension to think maybe she 
wouldn’t 


turn on him if she ever found out he was gay. Which was 
good. 


He liked her and Mike. 

“Yeah. Weird.” He dug two twenties and a five out of his 
wallet. “So what’d you find out about him?” Off to his right, 
Doris snorted her disapproval of cheap gossip. Drew ignored 
her, since he had no time for the opinions of hypocrites. He 
couldn’t help noticing she mopped close enough to listen. 
Gin widened her eyes as she took the bills he handed her. 
“What do you mean?” 

“C’mon, Gin, don’t give me that innocent act. You always 


ask, and you get ‘em to talk more often than not. So spill 
the dirt, 


already.” 


Laughing, Gin opened the register. “Well, he’s a 
photographer, 


a photojournalist | should say, he’s from New York City, he 
took a 


bunch of pictures of this old place—said that was ‘cause it’s 
the 


only grocery store in town and it was ‘quaint,’ can you 
believe 


that?—and he’s staying at that cool old house out on the 
bluff, 


you know, the one about a mile or so south of your place.” 
She handed Drew his change and plowed on before he could 


overcome his surprise enough to answer. “He didn’t say so, 
but 


| bet he’s doing some kind of big story for a famous 
magazine 


or something. Maybe National Geographic, even. Wouldn’t 
that 


be amazing?” 
Privately, Drew thought National Geographic probably gave 


their people cars to use while on assignment instead of 
making 


them pick up their groceries in wagons, but he didn’t say so. 
He’d 


lost his taste for conversation. “Yeah. Amazing.” He 
pocketed his 


change and managed a halfhearted smile. “See you later, 
Gin.” 


“See you, Drew.” 


She turned to Mr. Batson, who'd just plonked his usual 
basket 


of peanut butter, bread, and soup mix on the counter. Drew 
These haunted heighTs 15 
hurried out the door as fast as he could. 


He pushed the cart to the passenger side of his truck, 
opened 


the door and started slinging bags inside. His hands shook 
and 


his heart thumped hard with a mix of shock and anger. 
Which 


was stupid, really. Pretty Boy wasn’t the first stranger to 
stay in 


that house, he wouldn’t be the last, and it wasn’t his fault 
that his 


presence there opened old wounds. Drew just needed to get 
over 


it already. 


With the last grocery bag tucked into the truck’s floorboard, 


Drew slammed the door and rolled the cart to the corral. He 
could deal with this, dammit. He could. 


On the way to his cottage, he passed Pretty Boy crouched 
by 


the side of the road, snapping pictures of the old wooden 
steps 


leading from the lowest spot on the string of bluffs outside 
town 


down to the beach below. He didn’t look up when Drew’s 
truck 


rattled past. 
UUW 
That afternoon, Drew polished off the whole six-pack of 


beer and made a fair dent in his emergency stash of 
whiskey. As 


he finally drifted into a restless, drunken sleep sometime 
between 


midnight and dawn, he wondered if it was always going to 
be 


like this. 


ChaPTeR ThRee 


From behind his tripod, Ron snapped a shot of an enormous 


wave crashing into the hump of rock that rose from the 
water 


just offshore. He grinned. That one was going to be 
gorgeous. 


Normally, he wasn’t a fan of storms. But he hadn’t been 
able 


to resist snapping his trusty camera into the waterproof 
casing 


he’d brought for just such an occasion and heading out into 


the elements to see what he could capture. He’d gotten 
some 


fantastic shots. Black clouds, angry black ocean, lashing 
rain, trees 


whipping in the wind, lightning that cut bright veins 
between sky 


and sea. He’d parked the tripod as close to the bluff ’s edge 
as he 


dared, heart in his throat, and snapped shots as fast as his 
fingers 


would let him. It had been worth the risk for the quality of 
the 


pictures. 
In fact, in the past week he’d gotten some of the most 


stunning photos he’d taken in ages. Maybe even in his 
whole 


career so far. Not that they’d all been developed yet, but the 


couple of rolls he’d developed so far were amazing. He’d 
walked 


all along the bluffs, south into Sebastian’s Bluff in its tiny 
bay, 


and north to where the land rose rocky and wild, and he’d 
taken 


pictures nearly every step of the way. Hell, he’d shot half a 
roll 


of four by five Wednesday morning at the little hidden beach 
a 


couple miles north of his place, and nearly used up the rest 
of 


that plus some one-twenty on an abandoned cottage tucked 
into 


a stand of firs halfway between the beach and Aunt Marj’s. 
The 


melancholy vibe of the place just wouldn’t leave him alone 
until 


he’d shot it. Excursion would /ove those photos. 


They’d given him the contract, just like he’d known they 


would. They’d emailed it Sunday afternoon and he’d sent it 
back 


with his virtual signature an hour later. Thank God for digital 
document signing services. 
Ron straightened up. He’d just about exhausted the 


possibilities of this one spot. Time to move on. He 
unscrewed 
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his camera from the tripod, snapped the lens cover in place 
and 


hooked it to the neck strap, then folded the tripod and 
zipped it 


into the inner pocket of his rain jacket. 
Letting the camera dangle from his neck, Ron jammed his 


hands in his pockets and resumed his stroll north. He’d 
stayed 


close to the house during the storm, but the worst of it had 


passed now and he felt safe exploring. The cool breeze 
smelled 


of wet earth and the ocean. The only sounds were the patter 
of 


water from the tree branches and the boom of the sea 
against 


the cliffs. 
It was so quiet here. So peaceful. Ron loved New York City, 


where he’d been born and raised and where he still lived, 
but 


“quiet” and “peaceful” were not words that applied to it. Not 
even his cozy little apartment in the Village. 


He loved the silence here, the easy pace of things. Not for 
all 


the time, but for the short term, he liked the way it forced 
him to 


slow down for a change. It had been far too long since he’d 
felt 


this relaxed. 

Especially since he’d started playing ocean sounds on his 
iPhone all night to drown out the weird crying sounds from 
upstairs so he could sleep. He knew it was nothing but his 
imagination, but damn, it was eerie. If he listened to it long 


enough, he could almost talk himself into thinking it was 
real. 


That was just a little too creepy for him. 


As he walked, the sun dipped below the ragged hem of the 


clouds to light the sea and sky blood red. Ron stopped to 
snap 


pictures until his film ran out. He changed the roll—he never 


went anywhere without an extra in his pocket—but by the 
time 


he got it done the sunset had faded to drizzly gray twilight 
and 


he realized it would soon be dark. He wrinkled his nose 
when he 


realized he hadn’t brought any twelve-hundred, or even any 
one 


thousand. Nothing he considered good enough for night 
shots. 


“Aw, hell.” He gazed back toward the house, then out to sea, 
gnawing his thumbnail. He swiveled to look north. And froze. 
Not twenty yards away was the cottage he’d photographed 
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three days before. Between the cottage and the cliff stood a 
man 


with bare toes in the scrubby grass and hands stuffed in the 
back 


pockets of his threadbare jeans, gazing at the churning 
ocean like 


it knew something he didn’t. 


Ron stared. He hadn't realized he was that close to the 
cottage, 


or that anyone was home. 


If he’d had any idea just who was home all this time, he’d 
have 


come over earlier. 
He couldn’t tell much in the waning light, but what he saw, 


he liked. The stranger’s faded jeans and ratty long-sleeved 
T-shirt 


hugged a long, lean body that Ron would bet his last dollar 
was 


honed by hard work rather than gym equipment. The wind 


tugged strands loose from a short ponytail and whipped 
them 


around a strong jaw and straight nose. He seemed lost in his 
own 


thoughts, and didn’t appear to have noticed Ron. 
Lifting his camera, Ron took off the lens cap and framed a 


shot of the stranger’s face. He zoomed in. Oh, yes. Those 
were 


lips a guy could kiss all day long. The rest of the man’s face 
was 


all angles, sharp bordering on harsh, but that mouth... 
Christ. 


The way his bottom lip curved cancelled out the severity of 
the 


rest of his features. He had long eyelashes, too, thick and 
dark, 


framing a pair of large eyes whose color Ron couldn’t make 
out. 


No one could call the man handsome in any conventional 


sense. But something about him—his bare feet in the grass, 
his 


stillness, or maybe just the heartbreakingly beautiful curve 
of his 


lips—drew Ron irresistibly anyway. 


He didn’t consider it any further than that. His finger 
pressed 


downward. The camera clicked. And the stranger’s head 
swiveled 


toward him, even though the man couldn’t possibly have 
heard 


over the wind. Maybe the dying light caught the camera 
lens or 


something. In any case, the eyes with the long, dark lashes 
zeroed 


in on Ron and focused. 


He thought maybe they were hazel. 

The stranger started moving toward Ron, long legs covering 
the distance fast. “Hey! Who the fuck are you?” 
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Ron backed up a few paces before he caught himself and 


stopped. Damn, but the man was intimidating when he was 
angry. 


Fumbling the lens cap back on, Ron plastered on his 
brightest 


smile as the other man approached. “My name’s Ron 
Winters. 


l'm staying about a mile or so south of here.” He ignored his 


hammering heart and stuck out his hand as the stranger 
stopped 


a few feet in front of him. “It’s very nice to meet you. What’s 
your name?” 


For several seconds the man just stared at him witha 
strange 


blend of anger, sadness and an unmistakable hunger that 
made 


Ron want to squirm and look away. He had no idea what to 
make 


of it. He was on the verge of dropping his hand and making 
a 


run for it when the man took his hand and shook as if it 
were 


some sort of grim duty. “Drew LaSalle.” He let go of Ron’s 
hand 


like it burned him. “Did you just take my picture?” 
“Uh. Yeah.” Ron swallowed as Drew’s expression darkened. 


“I’m sorry, I’m a professional photographer and you... you 
have 


a wonderful face. It won’t be published without your written 


permission.” Ron edged a little closer, looking to trade on 
the 


attraction he knew damn well he’d seen in the quick 
downward 


dip of Drew’s gaze. “I’m doing a photo shoot for Excursion 


Magazine in New York. If you’d like your picture in the 
article, | 


have permission forms back at the house.” 
Drew jaw tightened visibly, even in the deepening gloom. 
“No.” 


Crap. “Um. Okay.” Nervous now, Ron raked a hand through 


his hair, still dripping from the earlier rain. Drew’s eyes 
followed 


the movement. His tongue came out to wet his lips, those 
damn 


perfect lips, and dammit, he was getting Ron all confused. 
“Listen, 


| took some shots of your house the other day. No one was 


home, and I... | guess | thought no one lived there...” He 
trailed 


off when Drew’s eyebrows shot up. “Yeah, that was stupid. 
I’m 


sorry. Look, you don’t have to sign the permission forms, 
and 


obviously | won’t use the shots if you don’t, but | have to 
Say, | 


sure would love it if you did. This place is awesome.” 

Drew was Shaking his head before Ron even finished talking. 
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“No. No pictures of me or my place.” 


Ron thought of the way the shadows of the firs fell across 
the 


windows in the rear of the house. “Please.” 


“No, goddammit.” Drew stepped close enough for Ron to 


smell stale sweat and whiskey. “Now fuck off.” 


Staring up into the angry face nearly a whole head above 
his 


own, Ron knew he ought to leave before he got himself into 
trouble. Drew was bigger than him, stronger than him, and 


maybe a little drunk. Maybe more than a little. It was hard 
to 


tell with some people. But Ron had seduced enough men to 
tell 


when a guy wanted him, and this guy did. Not that it 
mattered, 


really, since Drew seemed determined not to act on it. 
“All right. l'Il leave. | should get back before it gets too dark, 


anyway.” His pulse racing, Ron leaned in just a little bit and 
gazed 


up at Drew in a way that said clear as day that he was 
available 


if Drew chose to take him up on it. “Maybe l'Il see you 
around, 


huh?” 
This time, the downward path of Drew’s gaze was obvious. 


When that intense stare locked onto Ron’s eyes again, he 
wished 


he had the guts to take off his rain jacket and let Drew see 
the 


hard-on forming in his jeans. 

For a second, he thought Drew might actually touch him. He 
held his breath. 

Drew’s brow furrowed. “Be careful walking back to... 


wherever. It’s easy to get too close to the edge in the dark.” 
He 


backed up a pace, turned and walked away. 


Ron stood there with his legs shaking and watched until 
Drew 


disappeared into the blackness under the trees. The sound 
of 


the cottage door banging shut rose above the rush of the 
wind 


and the thunder of the waves. A moment later, a dim light 
shone 


through a shaded window in the rear of the house. 


With no good reason to hang around any longer, Ron 
headed 


back along the dark path to his aunt’s house. He picked his 
way 


carefully, keeping well away from the edge, but his mind 
stayed 


on Drew. Wondering what accounted for the obvious anger, 
or 
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the much less obvious air of resignation that surrounded 
him like 


fog. He intrigued Ron like no man had done in a long, long 
time. 


Photos or not, Ron had a feeling he’d be walking north a lot 
in the coming days. 

OOOO 

Inside, Drew stomped into his bedroom, switched on the 


lamp on the bedside table, and fell backward across the 
mattress. 


He covered his face with both hands. Why did Pretty Boy 
Ron 


have to pick tonight to walk along the bluffs? And why did 
he 


have to take Drew’s picture? Drew could’ve just kept on 
ignoring 


him if it hadn’t been for that fucking picture. But no. The kid 
just 


had to lift that goddamn camera and snap that goddamn 
picture, 


and force Drew into acknowledging his presence. 


He hadn’t wanted to do that. He could avoid thinking about 


Ron and the house and all the confusing things the 
combination 


of the two made him feel if he never saw the kid. But 
tonight, 


he’d gotten close enough to smell the tang of salt on Ron’s 
Skin. 


And dammed if the little bastard hadn’t stood there and 
stared 


up at Drew with a definite invitation in his eyes. 
Blue eyes. He had blue eyes. 
And wet black curls, short in the back and long in the front, 


clinging to that fucking perfect face and making him look 
like a 


cross between a choirboy and a porn star. 

Speaking of which, that pretty mouth would look awfully 
damn good wrapped around Drew’s cock. 

Drew groaned. “Fuck.” 

He already knew he was attracted to Pretty Boy. Had known 
for three days now, ever since spotting him at Parker’s. The 


last thing he needed was a close-up confirmation that Ron 
was 


exactly his type. 
At least the sweet, slender body Drew still saw whenever he 


shut his eyes was hidden beneath an oversize rain jacket 
tonight. 


Of course, the second he thought about it, Drew’s mind was 


off to the races, imagining what Ron might look like without 
the 
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expensive jeans, the too-tight sweater, and the button-down 
Shirt. 


Was his entire body as ghostly pale and unblemished as his 
face? 


Would his cock flush the same rosy pink as the windburn in 
his 


cheeks when he got hard? 


Drew let out a humorless laugh. “Jesus, Drew, you’re losing 
it. 


You know that, right?” 


Maybe he should drive over to Eugene. Plenty of bars, 
plenty 


of chances for a one night stand. An anonymous fuck might 
take 


the edge off and let him think of something— anything— 
besides 


the man south down the bluff. 
And the house. Don’t forget where he’s staying. 
Drew sat up and shoved to his feet. He’d promised himself 


he wasn’t going to think about the house, and dammit, he 
wasn't. 


Brooding about the past wouldn’t do him any good. 


Neither would daydreaming like a damn girl about a man 
he’d 


talked to exactly once. Especially when he’d killed any 
remote 


chance he might’ve had with the guy by being a complete 
asshole, 


for no reason whatsoever other than his own stupid issues. 
Crossing to his closet, he yanked open the door to look for 


something decent to wear. He’d drive to Eugene. That little 
dive 


he’d gone to last time—had it really been almost two years? 


was no doubt still there. It'd been there for fifteen years, at 
least. 


No reason to think it’d close up now. He could park himself 
at 


the bar and toss back some mediocre but cheap whiskey 
until 


the first slim-built man under forty with pale skin and black 
hair 


looked good enough to substitute for the one he wouldn’t let 
himself have, but couldn’t get out of his head. 
Twenty miles down the road, he turned around and drove 


back. He wasn’t sure why, exactly. It'd been two years since 
that 


blowjob from the blond with the killer body and dead eyes. 
Two 


years. So long that he’d practically forgotten what it felt like 
for 


someone else to touch him. But the idea of fucking some 
random 


stranger got less and less appealing the more he thought 
about 


it. So he’d come back home, to jerk off to whatever 
lackluster 
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fantasy he could conjure in his head. If he could even get it 
up 


in the first place. 
God, he was pathetic. 


Back at his house, he threw the truck keys into the bowl on 


the kitchen counter, kicked off his shoes and plopped onto 
the 


sofa. He didn’t bother turning on a light. Right now, there 
wasn't 


anything in here he wanted to see. 
Closing his eyes, he undid his jeans and shoved his hand 


inside. 


ChaPTeR FouR 


Drew rose before dawn the next morning, as he often did. 


He brewed a pot of dark Italian roast, one of the few luxuries 
he 


allowed himself. As soon as the sun rose high enough, he 
filled 


his favorite oversized green mug and made his way down 
the 


steep wooden steps behind his house to the beach at the 
foot of 


the bluff. 


The sea had calmed since last night’s storm. Long, flat 
waves 


rolled in from the ocean to wash over his bare feet and wet 
the 


hem of his jeans. The water was freezing cold, but Drew 
didn’t 

mind. The way he saw it, nothing beat Sunday mornings on 
the 


beach, when the sunrise turned the fog into a blanket of 
gold 


and the whole world lay silent except for the rush of the 
waves 


on the sand. 
Cupping his mug in both hands, Drew took a deep swallow. 


The warmth felt good in the early morning chill, and he’d 
brewed 


it strong enough to clear his head and keep him on his feet 
for 


a while. 
He hadn’t slept much the night before. Even the halfhearted 


orgasm he'd eventually forced out hadn’t relaxed him 
enough 


to switch off the thoughts chasing each other around his 
brain. 


Thoughts about Ron, about the old house. 
About William. 
He’d tried so fucking hard not to think about William. It'd 


been ages since those memories had actually kept him up 
nights. 


So why now? 
“Hey! Hey, Drew!” 


That would be it, right there. Drew shut his eyes. Maybe he 
was 


still asleep, dreaming of Ron striding toward him, an 
indistinct 


figure in the morning mist. 
The memory of the dream from which he’d woken in a cold 


sweat in the small hours pulled Drew’s eyelids back up. He 
stared 
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at the steel-gray swells, but the sight didn’t quite erase the 
mental 


image of Ron sprawled naked across Drew’s bed, morphing 
into 


William even as Drew reached for him. 
William as Drew had last seen him. 


A hard shudder ran down Drew's spine. He gripped his 
coffee 


mug so hard his knuckles went white. 

“Drew? You okay?” 

Drew jumped backward, startled. Coffee sloshed over his 
hand. “Ow! Fuck.” 

Beside him, Ron winced. “Oh, damn. I’m sorry.” 

One look at Ron’s face stopped Drew from telling him what 


he could do with his apologies. Drew couldn’t bring himself 
to 


yell at the kid when he was standing there looking at Drew 
with 


those goddamn blue eyes full of remorse. 
““S okay.” Drew stuck his scalded fingers in his mouth. 


Ron watched with an intensity that made Drew think things 
he 


Shouldn’t. He yanked his hand away from his mouth and 
curled it 


around his cup again, feeling distinctly uncomfortable. 
“What're 


you doing out here?” 
“Taking pictures.” As if to illustrate his point, Ron lifted 
his camera and snapped a shot out over the water—of what, 


Drew had no clue—then turned back to Drew with a grin. 
“lm 

always taking pictures. That’s pretty much always the 
answer to 


the ‘what’s Ron doing’ question.” His eyes focused on 
something 


to Drew’s right, further up the beach. Raising his camera 
again, 


he held still for a few seconds before shooting another 
picture. 


“Birds. Gorgeous.” He shook his hair out of his eyes and 
smiled 


up at Drew. “What about you? What’re you doing down 
here? 


Just enjoying the morning?” 
| was, until you showed up. 
That was probably too rude to say out loud. Especially since 


it wasn’t true, if Drew were honest with himself. He hadn’t 
been 


enjoying his Sunday morning as much as usual, and he 
couldn’t 


deny that the way his heart raced in Ron’s presence wasn’t 
entirely 
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unpleasant. 
He let out a quiet laugh. “You could say that, yeah.” 


Ron didn’t look away, didn’t raise his camera and start 
taking 


more pictures of whatever the hell it was photographers 
took 


pictures of. Instead, he narrowed his eyes, tilted his head 
sideways 


and stared at Drew as if trying to see inside his skull. “You’re 
a 


complicated man, aren’t you?” 
Drew had no idea what to say to that, so he said nothing. He 


turned to look out over the water, taking a deep swallow 
from his 


mug to cover his discomfort. The sun had climbed high 
enough 


now to make the fog shine blinding white. He squinted 
against 


the glare. Maybe the kid would see the wrinkles at the 
corners of 


his eyes, finally notice how old and tired he was and stop 
looking 


at him with that dangerous mix of curiosity and heat. 
He couldn’t get involved with Ron. Could not. Not even fora 


casual fuck, not even if Ron came right out and asked. Not 
when 


fucking Ron would open doors to the past he’d just as soon 
keep 


shut and padlocked. 


His dick could protest that decision all it wanted. It didn’t 
get 


a vote. 


Neither did Ron’s, for that matter. 


He had to remind himself rather sternly of both those newly- 


minted rules when Ron’s hand slid up his arm. Forcing 
himself 


to hold still, he glared at Ron. “What?” 
Ron dropped his hand from Drew’s arm. He dug his teeth 


into his bottom lip for a second. “Okay, obviously I’ve upset 
you 


somehow. | don’t Know what | did, but whatever it is, I’m 
sorry. 


| didn’t mean to make you angry. | just...” He swept one 
hand 


in a large circle, as if he didn’t quite know what to say. 
“We're 


neighbors, you know? Kind of. And | just thought we could 


be friends. That’s all.” One corner of his mouth tipped up in 
a 


wry half-smile. “My last boyfriend always said | forget that 
not 


everyone wants to be friends with me. | apologize for 
bothering 


you, Drew. Have a nice day.” He turned south back the way 
he’d 


come without another word. 
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Drew watched him walk away and felt like the world’s 
biggest 


heel. Surely he could be friends with the guy without giving 
in 


to his baser urges, or letting himself get lost in bad 
memories? 


Maybe it would even be good for him to have someone to 


hang out with. Especially another gay man. And Ron had 
just 


confirmed beyond a shadow of a doubt that he was gay. Not 
that 


there had been any real doubt on that score, after the way 
he’d 


looked at Drew yesterday, but still. 

He’s walking away, dumbass. Stop him. 

Shaking himself out of his daze, Drew splashed through the 
surf after Ron. “Hey, wait!” 

Ron stopped and waited for Drew to catch up. He peered 
over his shoulder at Drew through a tangle of black curls. 
He looked like a whipped puppy. Drew clutched his cup and 


fought the urge to give the kid a hug. “Look, I’m sorry. | 
shouldn't 


have been so short with you. I’m just a cranky bastard, 
that’s all.” 


Ron swiveled to face Drew, a smile spreading across his 
face. 


“No big deal. | know I’m a little pushy sometimes.” 
“You weren't, though.” Drew raked a hand through his hair, 


painfully aware that he hadn’t even bothered to comb it 
before 


leaving the house. Hell, he was still wearing the same 
clothes he’d 


slept in on the sofa last night. Shit. “So. Uh. How long are 
you 


here for?” 
Ron shrugged. “I’m not sure. Until | get done, | guess. Aunt 


Marjorie’s got renters coming for Christmas, so | have to 
clear 


out by December, but she says | can stay until then.” 
Aunt Marjorie? “Oh, Marjorie Winters is your aunt? You’re 


staying at her place?” He barely remembered to make the 
last bit 


a question. The last thing he wanted was for Ron to know 
the 


townspeople—Drew in particular—had been gossiping about 


him. 
Of course, it hadn’t even occurred to Drew that Ron might 


be related to the woman who'd bought the old place. Now 
that he 


thought about it, he figured he should have made the 
connection 


before, what with them having the same last name and all. 
His 
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only excuse was that he’d had other things occupying his 
mind. 


“Yes, and yes.” Ron smiled, his whole face lighting up. “Do 
you know her? She’s pretty awesome, huh?” 
Marjorie Winters was a nice lady, with her nephew's half- 


sweet, half-sinful smile, but thinking of her reminded Drew 
of 


the old house where he’d once thought he was happy and 
he 


didn’t want to think about that. “Yeah, she’s great.” He 
gulped 


some of the cooling coffee from his mug. “Listen, I’ve lived 


here in Sebastian’s Bluff my whole life. | know the area 
within 


a hundred miles like the back of my hand. If you need any 
tips 


about where to go for your pictures, you just ask me. I'll 
help you 


out.” 

Ron’s eyes widened. “For real?” 

“Sure.” Drew tried on a smile for size. He was a little rusty 
with his smiling-at-attractive-strangers skills, but he thought 


he did okay. “You were right. There’s no reason we can’t 
be... 


friendly. So. Yeah.” 


Well. That didn’t exactly come out eloquent. Or coherent. 
But 


Ron seemed to understand anyway. He nodded, his 
expression 


radiating a happiness Drew didn’t understand at all. “Hey, 
you 


know what? | was reading about the Sea Lion Caves the 
other 


day. It seems like a nice spot. | mean, | know every other 
photographer on the planet has shot it already, but it kind of 


seems like a place you don’t want to miss if you’re here. 
What do 


you think?” 
Privately, Drew thought the caves were just another tourist 


trap, but he didn’t want to say so quite that baldlly. It 
seemed to 


make people tune out. “It’s a good place to visit, | guess, 
but not 


the best place to take pictures of the sea lions. There’s a 
few other 


spots where they’ll sun themselves sometimes and you can 
get 


decent pictures without paying good money to ride an 
elevator 


and dodge tourists then not even get to use a flash when 
you get 


there. You’ve got an advantage at the other spots, since you 
have 


professional equipment. All those zoom lenses and things.” 
Ron laughed. “You’ve got a point there.” He edged closer. 
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“Hey, | don’t suppose you’d consider driving me to some of 
these secret spots you know about?” 

Surprised, Drew blinked. “What?” 


“You know. Take me around this whole area, wherever you 


want. Show me the places no one knows about.” Ron curled 
a 


hand around Drew's elbow. His gaze held Drew’s. “I’d pay 
you, 


of course. | wouldn’t expect you to ferry me around for 
free.” 


Drew stared down into Ron’s wide, sincere eyes. He could 


feel the warmth of Ron’s hand through the loose weave of 
his 


sweater. “Sure. When?” 
The part of him that had been lonely long enough for it to 


become normal told him this was a bad idea, but he ignored 
that 


part. Hadn’t he just decided Ron’s company—in a platonic 
way— 


might be good for him? Besides, Ron said he’d pay. That 
made it 


work, and Drew always needed work these days. Things had 
been 


pretty tight ever since his folks sold their fishing business. 
“I'll call you.” Taking his hand off Drew’s arm, Ron dug in 


his jacket pocket and brought out one of those smart 
phones 


everybody had now. He thumbed it on. “What’s your 
number?” 


Drew fought back a wild urge to laugh. He hadn’t given a 
man 


his phone number in longer than he could remember. He 
had 


to remind himself that this was for purely innocent 
purposes. 


“Five-four-one, five-five-five, five-two-two-one.” He watched 


Ron’s lips shape the numbers as he typed them into the 
phone. 


God, the things he’d like to do with that mouth. Stop it, 
Drew. 


Friends, remember? That’s all. “\f I’m not there, just leave a 
message. 


| do a lot of handyman work around town, so I’m out a lot.” 
“Okay.” Ron stuck his phone back in his pocket. “You got a 
cell or anything?” 

“No.” 

Drew didn’t elaborate. Ron peered at him through narrowed 


eyelids for a moment, but didn’t say anything. Drew was 
glad 


of that. He liked the people of Sebastian’s Bluff, for the most 


part, but he liked to keep as much to himself as he could, 
and 


cell phones represented a level of intrusion he couldn’t 
tolerate. 
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Somehow, he didn’t think Ron would understand. 
A faint smile curved Ron’s lips. He dug in the back pocket 


of his jeans, pulled out a business card and handed it to 
Drew. 


“Here. My cell number’s on there. | have it with me all the 
time 


so you can always reach me at that number.” 

Drew peered at the card. Black letters on a pale blue 
background read “Oberon J. Winters — Photography 

& Photojournalism” along with Ron’s cell number and a 
website address. For some reason, Drew had expected Ron’s 
business card to be fancier. He liked the simplicity of it. 

It took a moment for the name to register. The first honest 
grin Drew had felt in ages spread across his face. “Oberon?” 
“Don’t ask.” Ron wrinkled his nose. “I wouldn’t use it, except 


| found out the hard way that the sorts of people who tend 
to 


hire me are more likely to hire an Oberon than a plain old 
Ron. | 


guess it sounds snootier.” 


Drew agreed, not that he was going to say so. He stuck 
Ron’s 


card in his jeans pocket. Out over the waves, the fog was 
beginning 


to burn off. Sunlight pierced through here and there to 
glitter on 


the surface of the water. The day promised to be a fine one, 
clear 


and warm without much wind. He didn’t have any work lined 
up 


this afternoon. Maybe he should replace the shingles that 
had 


blown off his roof during the big storm last week. 
The sound of Ron’s camera clicking nudged Drew out of his 


thoughts. He blinked and focused on Ron, who now knelt in 
the 


sand with his camera pressed to his face snapping shot after 
shot. 


Drew ignored the strip of pale back showing between Ron’s 
snug 


green sweater and his jeans and watched him work the 
camera. It 


was unexpectedly fascinating. 
“What’re you taking pictures of now?” Drew asked when 
Ron finally lowered the camera and rose to his feet. 


“The rock out there.” Ron gestured toward the dark gray 
stone 


rising smooth and sheer from the sea some hundred yards 
from 


Shore. “I just used up the rest of my film on it. It’s amazing.” 
Drew looked. A beam of sunshine broke through the shining 
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white fog to illuminate the stone pinnacle like a spotlight. Its 
sides 


gleamed, throwing the light back like thousands of tiny 
mirrors. 


“That’s Josiah’s Rock.” The fog closed in again, dimming the 
glare. Drew turned to face Ron. “Remind me to tell the local 
legend about it sometime.” 


“lIl definitely hold you to that.” Ron put the cap in place 
over 


the camera’s lens, then aimed a brilliant smile at Drew. 
“Okay. So, 


l'Il talk to you soon, Drew. I’m really glad we ran into each 
other 


today.” 

“Yeah. Me too.” 

To Drew’s surprise, he actually meant it. 

Ron headed back up the beach, throwing a quick wave over 


his shoulder. Drew waved back. He stood there for a long 
time, 


his feet in the icy surf and his now-cold coffee in his hands, 


watching Ron until he’d vanished into the thinning fog. 


ChaPTeR Five 


Ron got up early and walked north soon after sunrise the 
next 


five mornings in a row. At first, he told himself he was doing 
it for the photo potential. No one could argue the point. He’d 


never seen anyplace so stunning in his life, and early 
morning 


gave it a special glow. 
He shot lots of film, all of it fantastic and potentially usable 


for his piece, so the walks could hardly be called wasted 
time in 


any case. But if he were honest with himself, his real reason 
for 


the daily treks didn’t have a whole lot to do with work. No, 
he 


headed north every morning because of a certain tall, hazel- 
eyed 


man with an intense stare and a habit of watching the ocean 
in 


the mornings. 
Not that admitting it to himself was going to stop him. 


The first day—Monday—Drew didn’t speak, but nodded at 


Ron in response to his “good morning” as he walked past. 
On 


Tuesday, Drew said “good morning” back, with a smile even. 


Drew stayed out on the beach Wednesday long past the 
time 


he normally would’ve gone back up the steps to the bluff 
and 


watched Ron with quick sidelong glances while he snapped 
shot 


after shot of gulls wheeling around the bluff and the offshore 
rocks. 
By the time Ron left the beach that day, he felt distinctly 


warm. The way Drew stared after him as he walked back 
south 


to his aunt’s place had his cock swelling inside his jeans. 
Which was laughable, when he thought about it. How many 


men stared at him like that every day back in New York? He 
was 


no stud, but he wasn’t unattractive either. Plenty of men hit 
on 


him, and it never made his heart pound hard enough to hurt 
like 


it did when Drew looked at him that way. 


It rained on Thursday. Ron spent the day in the makeshift 


darkroom he’d created in his aunt’s basement developing 
photos. 


He thought about calling Drew and inviting him over to 
watch 
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movies or something, but instinct told him it would be too 
much, 


too soon. 


Friday morning dawned gray, windy, and cool. Ron 
overslept, 


on account of staying up way too late the night before to 
watch 


Sin City on cable. He’d slept on the sofa with the TV on, and 
told himself it had nothing to do with not wanting to turn off 


the set and go up to his bedroom surrounded by the sound 
of 


crying, even if it was just the house making strange noises. 
Which 


it was, of course it was. By the time he made it outside, the 
tide 


had come in. Waves washed up within a few feet of the 
bluff, 


swallowing the beach every few seconds. 


Ron walked along the bluff instead. If Drew wasn’t outside, 
he could always take some photos of the sea from the rocky 


heights north of Drew’s cottage. He had some black and 
white 


film with him. It would be perfect for shooting the dark 
clouds 


hanging low in the sky and the gray, churning water. 
He strolled along, a cream filled doughnut in one hand and 


his camera in the other, stopping every now and then to 
take 


a shot of a curling wave, a wildflower heavy with moisture, a 


squirrel perched on a tree branch. This place was a treasure 
trove 


of gorgeous pictures waiting to happen. Squatting on the 
ground 


to shoot a close-up of a fern frond dotted with raindrops, he 
wondered if he’d end up having to order more film before 
September was out. He bit into his doughnut. 

“What the hell are you doing?” 


Startled by Drew’s voice directly behind him, Ron jerked, 
lost 


his balance and fell over. He managed to keep both his 
camera 


and his breakfast from falling on the ground, but it meant a 


painful landing on his left shoulder. He swallowed his 
mouthful 


of food wrong, got choked and coughed until his chest hurt. 
“Ow.” 

“Sorry. | didn’t mean to scare you.” 

Shaking his hair out his eyes, Ron peered up at Drew, who 


stood nearby looking like he was trying not to laugh. It was 
a 


good look on him. Ron grinned. “No big deal. | get kind of 
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caught up when I’m shooting.” He squirmed until he got one 


knee underneath him, then struggled to his feet without 
using 


his hands. “What’d you mean?” He bit into his doughnut 
again. 


A blob of cream caught on his lip. He licked it off. 
Drew’s eyes zeroed in on Ron’s mouth. “Huh?” 


The way Drew stared encouraged Ron to dig the fluffy 
cream 


from the depths of the pastry with his tongue. He swallowed 
it, 


fascinated and incredibly turned on by the resulting flush 
that 


stained Drew’s cheeks. “You said, quote, What the hell are 
you doing? 


Unquote.” He licked his lips again, more slowly this time, 
just to 


watch Drew’s breathing quicken. “What’d you mean?” 
“Oh.” Drew’s fingers dug into his thighs. He lifted his gaze 


to Ron’s eyes. Reluctantly, it seemed to Ron. “Is that really 
what 


you're eating for breakfast? A cream-filled doughnut?” 
Whatever Ron might’ve expected to hear, that wasn’t it. He 
glanced at the half a doughnut in his hand. “Yeah. So?” 
Drew wrinkled his nose. “Those things’re bad for you.” 
Something in Drew’s expression said that wasn’t the whole 
story. Watching Drew’s face, Ron popped the last bite of the 


breakfast in question into his mouth, chewed and 
swallowed. 


“What can | say? | like things that’re bad for me.” 
The heat that flared in Drew’s eyes then suggested he'd like 


nothing so much at that moment than to throw Ron to the 
wet 


grass and do unspeakable things to him. Ron sure wouldn’t 
have 


argued with that plan. Holding Drew’s gaze, he stuck his 
fingers 


in his mouth one by one and sucked them clean. This could 
be 


your cock, he told Drew with the curve of his mouth around 
his 


fingers. 


Drew shut his eyes. Swallowed. Dragged his eyelids up 
again 


and turned toward the ocean. “Okay. Um. | need to go now. | 
got 


to be at work soon.” 


Ron glanced downward. Maybe Drew did have to work 
today, 


but Ron would bet his last dime that Drew’s sudden need to 
go 


inside right this minute had more to do with the hardness 
straining 


his zipper than the day’s job. 
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Fighting back a grin, Ron nodded. “See you around, | hope.” 


With a wave anda smile, he wandered off toward the 
tangled 


forest north of Drew’s house. Drew didn’t say a word, but 
Ron 


felt that intense stare like a laser until the cabin was out of 
sight 


behind him. 

Pulling his phone out of his pocket, Ron scrolled over to the 
grocery list app. He had to pick up more doughnuts. 

OOOO 

The way Drew saw it, Ron was trying to drive him crazy on 


purpose. It appeared to be working, too, which pissed him 
right 


the fuck off. 
Jerking off to the imagined feel of Ron’s soft pink tongue 


on his cock was normal. The mental image of that same 
tongue 


digging white cream out of a goddamn doughnut, on the 
other 


hand, did not belong anywhere near a sex fantasy. 
Something had to be done. That was all there was to it. 


After six days of pure torture, Drew met Ron out on the 


beach on a fine, clear Wednesday morning with one hand 
hidden 


behind his back. Ron raised his eyebrows. Before he could 
say a 


word, though, Drew snatched the evil doughnut out of his 
hands 


and flung it into the ocean. 
Ron’s mouth dropped open. “Hey! | was eating that.” 
“Yeah, well, now you’re not.” Christ, Drew wanted to push 


Ron to his knees and shove his cock down his throat. Forget 
it, 


he scolded his prick, which seemed to have a mind of its 
own 


lately. There’s not going to be anything with Ron, and you 
know why. “| 


got something else for you to eat.” 

The indignant expression on Ron’s face morphed into 
something sly and knowing. His mouth curved into a wicked 
grin. “Oh, really?” 

Drew felt the blood rush into his face, and hated how easily 


Ron flustered him. Ignoring his flaming cheeks as best he 
could, 


he took his hand from behind his back and held out the 
biscuit 


with the sausage patty stuffed in the middle. “Here. | made 
‘em 
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this morning.” 
A complex look Drew wasn’t sure how to interpret slid 


through Ron’s eyes and vanished before Drew could grasp 
it. 


He beamed up at Drew. “Thanks, Drew. This was really 
sweet 


of you.” 
Warmth coiled deep in Drew’s belly. He shrugged, pleased 


and embarrassed at the same time. “I had plenty. It’ll keep 
you on 


your feet a whole lot better than those damn doughnuts.” 
The quirk of Ron’s lips and the sparkle in his eyes said he 


didn’t buy it, but Drew didn’t give a shit. He’d feed Ron 
breakfast 


every fucking day if it kept him from planting any more 
pastry- 


porn images in Drew’s head. 


Ron took a big bite of the biscuit and chewed. Closing his 


eyes, he let out an obscene moan. “Oh, my God,” he said 
with his 


mouth full. “This is fantastic.” He chewed some more, 
swallowed 


and wiped crumbs off his mouth with the back of his hand. 
“You're a terrific cook. Why did I not Know this about you?” 


“Because we haven’t known each other that long.” 
Wonderful. 


He even eats fucking sausage biscuits sexy. That’s just 
fucking great. 


“Also because I’m not a great cook. Those are frozen 
biscuits.” 


“Oh. Did they come from Parker’s?” 
Drew ground his teeth together in sheer despair when Ron 


did the bite-and-moan thing again. “Yeah. Just the biscuits. 
You 


gotta cook the sausage separate.” 
“Mm.” Ron gulped down another mouthful and licked his 


lips. “‘Kay. Hey, you should come over for breakfast one day. 
| 


can make you biscuits and sausage and whatever else you 
like.” 


He grinned. “No doughnuts, | swear.” 


Drew’s arousal vanished like a candle flame doused with 


water. “Um. That’s okay. | usually have to get up and out 
pretty 


early. Thanks anyway, though.” 


The way Ron’s brows drew together announced his 
confusion 


loud and clear, but he didn’t ask questions. “Sure. The 
door’s 


always open, if you change your mind.” 
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Grateful for Ron’s silent acceptance of his rejection— 
something that had to seem strange to Ron, since they’d 


developed an almost-friendship of sorts over the past 
couple of 


weeks—Drew nodded. “Thanks.” 

It wasn’t just a thank-you for the invitation Drew hadn't 
accepted. He figured Ron knew that. 

Smiling, Ron bumped Drew’s arm with his shoulder. “You're 
welcome.” 

The tight, warm feeling in Drew’s chest expanded until he 


could barely breathe around it. Yep, Ron understood, all 
right. 


ChaPTeR six 


“That'll be sixty-two fifty, hon.” Gin held out her hand with a 
smile. “So what’s the occasion?” 

“Picnic.” Ron grinned as he handed her his credit card. “At 
least, | hope so. | haven’t asked him yet, but I’m hopeful.” 
Laughing, she ran the card through the scanner. “Clearly. 
Who's the lucky fella?” 

“Drew LaSalle.” 

Gin’s eyebrows shot up. “Drew? Seriously?” 

Too late, Ron remembered this wasn’t New York, these 


people weren’t like the circle of ultra-liberal friends he was 
used 


to, and Drew might not actually be out. Hell, he hadn’t ever 
told 


Ron he was gay, had he? Ron had assumed so, based on the 
way 


Drew looked at him as if he’d like to undress him with his 
teeth. 


“Oh, yeah. | want to hire him to drive me to some spots to 


take photos. He already said | could call him if | wanted him 
to 


drive me to some of the outlying spots he knows about to 
take 


photos for my magazine piece. | just thought it would be 
nice if 


| brought food, you know? We seem to run into each other a 
lot, 


we’ve kind of gotten to be friends, and, well, yeah. | just 
thought 


it would be nice.” It was the truth, if not the whole truth. 


“Makes sense. They do say the way to a man’s heart is 
through 


his stomach.” Gin handed Ron’s credit card back, along with 
a 


pen and the paper slip for him to sign. “Although | gotta tell 
you, 


it’s an uphill battle with Drew. Especially since he’s not, 
um...” 


She glanced around, leaned closer and dropped her voice to 
a 


whisper. “Your type. You know.” 

Ron bit the insides of his cheeks to keep from laughing. 
Apparently she’d noticed him kissing Terrence when they 
stopped here to pick up a few things the day they arrived. 


He took his card and signed the slip. “It’s not like that. I’m 


just trying to make friends with him.” 
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Now that was a blatant lie. Sure, Ron wanted to be friends 


with Drew. More than that, though, he wanted to get into 
Drew's 


faded, ass-hugging jeans. Wanted it desperately. Had 
wanted it 


since he first laid eyes on the man, but after getting to know 
him 


better, Ron hadn’t been able to think of anything else. It 
wasn't 


just that Drew was physically attractive, though he certainly 


was, with his unusual, angular features and that gorgeous 
body. 


What drew Ron to him like a moth to a light was something 


less tangible. Drew gave off an aura of melancholy edged 
with a 


barely-contained fire that made Ron’s heart race. He had to 
get as 


close as he could. Had to. 
Mornings with Drew—talking, drinking Drew’s surprisingly 


high-end coffee, walking the beach and the bluffs together— 
had 


become the highlight of Ron’s day, and he wanted to spend 
more 


and more time with Drew. Get to know the man behind the 
walls, 


in and out of bed. He wasn’t sure how to feel about that, but 
there it was. 
He just hoped he could keep from scaring Drew away. Just 


because Drew wanted him—which was obvious—didn’t 
mean 


he would welcome Ron’s advances. 
“Well, good.” Gin started loading the wine, fruit and other 


Supplies into grocery bags. “Drew’s a great guy, but he can 
be 


kinda scary if you get on his bad side.” 
“Yeah, | can see that.” Boy, could he ever. The memory of 


the fury radiating from Drew that first night on the bluff 
started 


a hot ache in Ron’s crotch. 
Jesus, he shouldn’t get turned on by that. 
Forcing what he hoped was a casual smile, Ron took his 


receipt and stuck it in his back pocket. “Here, l'Il help you 
bag.” 


She beamed at him. “You’re a sweetheart, thank you.” 
“Not a problem. It’s my stuff, after all.” Picking up a paper 
bag, he shook it open and started loading it with the canned 


goods he’d bought to re-stock the pantry. “So, what’s 
Drew’s 


story, anyway?” 

She shrugged. “He’s lived here all his life. His parents lived 
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here too, until they moved to Portland. | think they owned a 


fishing business or something. He still has a boat, not like a 
pro- 


grade fishing boat or anything, but he takes the tourists out 
in 

it sometimes.” Her expression took on the crafty look that 
Ron 


had already come to recognize as preceding gossip. “You 
wanna 


know what / think? | think the harbor master lets him berth 
it 

for free. Or at least at a reduced rate. Drew works harder ‘n 
ten 


normal people, but handyman work just doesn’t bring in 
that 


much, and even in Sebastian’s Bluff a harbor slip ain’t 
cheap, you 


know?” 
Ron didn’t know, having zero experience with boats, but he 


nodded anyway. Leaning one hand on the counter, he gave 
Gin 


his best conspiratorial smile. “I thought you knew 
everything 


about everyone in town. Don’t tell me that’s all you’ve got 
on 


Drew.” 


“Hey, me and Mike only moved here three years ago. 
Gimme 


a break.” She hefted a bag into the wagon Ron had dragged 
into 


the store with him. “Tell you what, I really do know more 
about 


most people than | do about Drew. He’s a tough nut to 
crack. He 


doesn’t talk about himself at all, and neither do any of the 
folks 


” 


who've been around long enough to know more than me. 
She 


shoved one of the bags across the counter to Ron, then 
picked 


up another one and nestled it into the wagon. “All the 
younger 


people either don’t know much, or they're too scared to find 
out.” 


In his mind, Ron pictured Drew striding toward him across 


the wet grass, his face set in lines of fury and the muscles in 
his 


thighs bunching beneath the worn denim of his jeans. Sexy, 
yes, 


but definitely intimidating. “Can’t imagine why.” 
Gin snickered as the two of them lowered the last couple of 


bags into the wagon. That done, she leaned over the 
counter, her 


voice lowering once again to a conspiratorial whisper. 
“Listen, 


Ron, | know he’s hot, and | know there’s something else 
about 


him that makes you wanna kind of look after ‘im. But he’s 
not 


gonna go for it, okay?” 


Ron barely resisted rolling his eyes. Did these people truly 
not 


realize Drew was gay? “I already told you, I—” 
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“Yeah, yeah.” She darted a hunted look around the store, as 


if afraid of being overheard. Her voice went so soft Ron had 
to 


bend his head close enough to nearly touch hers in order to 
hear 


her. “He doesn’t go after the ladies either. You wanna know 
what 


/think—” 


He didn’t get to hear what Gin thought that time, owing to 
the 


arrival at the counter of a young couple with three small 
children. 


A little girl with black pigtails and a gap-toothed grin held up 
a somewhat drippy lollipop for Ron’s inspection. He laughed. 
“Okay, I’m off. See you later, Gin. Thanks.” 


“Sure thing, hon. See you.” She started ringing up the 
things 


the young couple and their brood were piling on the counter. 
“Remember what | told you, okay?” 

He managed to keep a straight face. “I will.” 

He pulled his wagon toward the door, giving Gin a wave on 


the way. 


Outside, the clouds which had been gathering earlier had 


rolled in to shroud the blue sky in deep, threatening gray. 
Ron 


frowned. He hoped he’d make it home before the rain 
started. 


The first peal of thunder boomed as he pulled the wagon out 


of the parking lot and started down the road. Lightning 
struck 


somewhere out over the water before he got even a 
hundred 


yards. More thunder followed. Not two minutes later, the 
first fat 


raindrop splashed onto his nose. 


“Crap.” He walked faster. He so did not want all his 
groceries 


to get soaked by the downpour he knew was coming. He 
wished 


he’d brought the tarp he’d found in his aunt’s garage. Who 
knew 


he’d need it, though? When he’d set out, there hadn’t been 
a 


cloud in sight. 
The rattle of a vehicle approached from behind Ron. He 


turned around, still moving, and stuck out his thumb. He’d 


never do such a thing back home, but here? He felt fairly 
Safe. 


He wouldn’t get in the car—truck, actually, a rusty old white 
pickup—if he got a bad vibe from the driver. 

The truck slowed as it rumbled closer. Ron stopped, trying 
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to catch the driver’s eye. He peered past the headlights’ 
glare and 


the growing gloom into the truck’s cab. When he saw the 
driver’s 


face, he grinned. 
“Oh, my God.” He waved, since the truck hadn’t shown any 


signs of stopping. Maybe Drew hadn't spotted him. “Drew! 
Over 


here!” 


For a second, he thought Drew hadn’t seen him after all. 
The 


truck passed him, Drew staring straight ahead. Then it 
swerved 


onto the shoulder and backed toward Ron. 


Relieved, Ron trotted forward, pulling the wagon behind 
him. 


“Hi,” he called when the truck’s door opened and Drew 
hopped 


down from the cab, gorgeously shirtless. “Boy, am | glad 
you 


stopped. Can you give me a lift?” 
“Sure.” Drew ran a hand through his hair. It fell around his 


shoulders, the golden-brown strands dark with sweat. He 
folded 


down the seat, leaned over and grabbed a couple of the 
bags 


from Ron’s wagon. “C’mon. We need to hurry, if you want to 
keep your groceries dry.” 
Ron gulped. The way the muscles in Drew’s bare back and 


arms bunched under the tanned skin robbed Ron of speech, 
SO 


he settled for a nod and a smile he knew looked goofy. He 
picked 


up two of the grocery bags and brushed past Drew to put 
them 


in the narrow space behind the seats. He got a whiff of 
Drew's 


scent—sweat, dirt and the ocean, the smell of a man who'd 
been 


working hard outside. 


God. Ron’s knees wobbled. Setting the bags down beside 
the 


ones Drew had already put in, he closed his eyes and 
breathed 


deep, clinging to the side of the truck. He’d never been into 
the 


rugged, outdoorsy type before. Or at least, he hadn’t 
thought so. 


Right now, he wondered if he’d never really known what 
that 


meant before meeting Drew. 
“Hey. You okay?” 


Drew’s voice was very close. Ron opened his eyes and 
turned 


around. Drew stood there, right there, so close Ron could 
feel the 


heat of his body. If Drew’s glorious naked chest was even six 
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inches from Ron’s he’d eat his camera. 

Ron craned his neck to meet Drew’s concerned gaze. “Uh. 
Yeah. I’m okay.” 

“You sure?” A crease dug between Drew's eyes. “Only, you 


look kind of flushed.” 


Yeah, because I want to rip those damn jeans off and sit on 
your Cock. 


Ron swallowed. “Oh. Well. It’s just. Um. The heat. | guess.” 
“Yeah. It’s really warm today. Or, well, it was. Before. Um. 


The rain.” Drew studied Ron’s face. He licked his lips, and 
the 


slow slide of his tongue over his chapped lower lip had Ron 
biting back a moan. 


For an endless moment, they just stood there staring at 
each 


other. Ron was on the ragged edge of rising on tiptoe to 
steal 


a kiss and damn the consequences when the rain began to 
fall 


in earnest. It shocked enough sense into him to keep him 
from 


acting on an impulse his instincts told him would kill any 
real 


chance he had with Drew. 


With a glance up at the sky, Drew stepped back. “Okay. 
Well. 


| got water in the truck, if you need some. Let’s finish 
loading 


your groceries and go, before we both get soaked.” 


Ron nodded. He had to fight to hold in a hysterical laugh. It 


was a warm afternoon, for sure—or had been, before the 
rain— 


but hell, he hadn’t been outside long enough to get 
overheated 


and they both knew it. Drew would have to be oblivious not 
to 


see the real reason Ron had just come embarrassingly close 
to an 


honest-to-God swoon. 
They got the last three bags loaded up then Ron ran around 


to the passenger side while Drew lifted the wagon into the 
truck 


bed. They both climbed into the cab just as the light patter 
of 


rain turned into a three-bucket-a-second deluge. 


Ron fastened his seatbelt as Drew pulled back onto the 
road. 


“Wow, | can’t believe how fast that storm came up.” 
“Yeah. It happens that way a lot.” Drew leaned forward, 
squinting through the sheets of water blowing against the 
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windshield. “So what’s the occasion?” 


“Occasion?” 
“You got wine, candy, expensive cheese, fancy crackers.” 
Drew shot Ron a look that was part curiosity, part endearing 


shyness. “Looks to me like you got something special 
planned.” 


“Oh.” It wasn’t exactly how he’d planned on asking Drew, 


but Ron had never been one to waste an opportunity when 
it 


presented itself. He flashed his most winning smile. 
“Actually, | 


was gonna Call you later and ask if you’d drive me out to 
some of 


those spots you mentioned tomorrow.” 
“Spots?” Drew shot him a puzzled look. “What spots?” 
“You know, that day on the beach when you said you knew 


all the best spots around here for pictures, and you offered 
to 


take me?” Ron shrugged, trying not to look as uncertain as 
he 


suddenly felt. “I won’t hold you to it if you’ve changed your 
mind.” 


“No, | remember now.” Drew chewed his bottom lip. He 


stared out the windshield into the rain. “I haven’t changed 
my 


mind. I’m game for it, sure.” 
“Great.” Relieved, Ron relaxed against the truck’s seat. 


“Anyway, that’s what the food’s for. | thought maybe we 
could 


pack a picnic lunch.” 
Drew turned and stared openmouthed at him. “All that’s for 
a picnic?” 


“Well, yeah.” Headlights approached directly ahead, and 
Ron 


yelped. “Crap, look out!” 
Snapping his attention back to the road, Drew swerved back 
into his lane. A horn blared over the drum of the rain on the 


truck’s cab as the headlights passed them with inches to 
Spare. 


Drew blew out a breath. “Fuck me sideways.” 

“Amen, brother.” Ron raked a shaking hand through his hair. 
That was close. “So, what about it?” 

This time, Drew kept his gaze firmly on the road. “What 


about what?” 
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“Tomorrow. You driving me around. Showing me the sights.” 


Ron turned sideways in his seat to study Drew’s profile. 
“What 


do you say, Drew? You bring the truck, l'Il bring the food. Is 
ita 


d— um, a deal?” 
If Drew had noticed the “d” word Ron had almost used 


instead, he didn’t let on. Ron was glad. Something told him 
that 


calling this little outing a date might scare Drew off, and Ron 
very 


much didn’t want to do that. 


The muscle in Drew’s jaw flexed. His fingers straightened 
and 


curled around the steering wheel. “There’s more storms 
forecast 


for tomorrow,” he answered finally, just when Ron had 
decided 


he wasn’t going to answer at all. “How about Friday? 
Weather’s 


Supposed to be clear again by then.” 


Ron managed to resist a triumphant fist pump. “Friday 
sounds 


great. What time?” 
“We could leave around eight. That’ll give us time to hit a 


couple of the best inland spots before lunch, then head to 
the 


coast.” Drew shot him a positively evil grin. “Or, if you can 
drag 


your city boy ass out of bed early enough, I'll show you a 
sunrise 


you have to fucking see to believe.” 
Ron laughed, his pulse pounding with the challenge and the 


heat in Drew’s eyes. “Oh, don’t even play that game with 
me. l’ve 


sat up all night plenty of times for the perfect shot. Name 
the 


time, mister.” 
Drew glanced over again, and Ron bit his lip to keep from 


moaning out loud. The way Drew looked at him made him 
want 


to strip and offer himself up right there in the damn truck. 
He wouldn’t, though. He’d bide his time. Any idiot could see 


Drew needed careful handling. And Ron, at least, figured he 
was 


worth the trouble. 


Squinting through the rain, Drew slowed the truck and 
turned 


into the narrow drive leading to Aunt Marjorie’s house. “lIl 
pick 


you up at six. That should be enough time to get where 
we're 


going.” 

“Works for me.” Frowning, Ron peered at Drew. His smile 
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had vanished and his shoulders had gone tight. “Drew? Is 
something wrong?” 

“No.” The word came out clipped and expressionless. Drew 
pulled the truck around the circle at the end of the drive and 


stopped as close as humanly possible to the front steps. 
“Hope 


you don’t mind if | don’t help you carry these things in. | got 


another job to get to. l'Il help haul ‘em up to the porch, 
though.” 


“No, that’s fine.” Ron unbuckled his seatbelt. “In fact, let me 


do it. You'll just get soaked, and if you’ve got a job to go to 


” 


“It'll be quicker if we both do it. | got dry clothes back 
behind 


the seats.” 
Before Ron could object, Drew threw open the driver’s 


side door and jumped out into the rain. Shaking his head, 
Ron 


followed suit. He found the lever and pushed the seat 
forward. 


Grabbing two of the bags, he hunched over them to keep 
them 


as dry as possible and ran for the shelter of the porch while 
Drew 


grabbed three more. 
It only took them two trips to get all the groceries unloaded 


onto the porch. Drew fetched Ron’s wagon from the back of 
the 


truck and put it up on the porch as well. “Okay. Well, | better 
get 


going. See you Friday.” 

“I’m looking forward to it.” Ron started to hold out his hand 
for a shake, then stopped. Something wasn’t right. 

He took a hard look at Drew’s face. Drew stared at Ron’s 
collarbone, eyes too wide and breath coming too fast. Fine 


tremors shook his body. Ron tried to tell himself it was from 


being soaked to the skin with the cold Pacific rain, but his 
gut 


told him that wasn’t it. 

On impulse, he reached up to touch Drew’s cheek. The skin 
felt cool beneath his fingertips. Drew flinched, but his eyes 
focused on Ron’s face. 

Ron fanned his fingers open on Drew’s jaw. “Drew, what’s 
wrong?” 

Drew’s eyelids drifted shut. His lashes rested against his 
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cheekbones, long and wet. “Nothing.” His voice was a 
whisper, 


so low Ron barely heard it over the thunder that rolled 
overhead 


at that moment. He opened his eyes again and stared at 
Ron. 


“Nothing. Nothing’s wrong.” Shaking off Ron’s hand, he took 
two steps backward. “I gotta go.” 


Ron examined Drew’s face, but all his walls had gone back 
up, 


and there was nothing to see. Ron forced a smile. “Thank 
you for 


helping me out, Drew. You’re a lifesaver.” 


With a curt nod, Drew spun on his heel and stalked down 
the 


steps. He climbed back into the truck. A second later the 
engine 


roared to life and the truck rolled up the drive toward the 
road. 


Ron stood on the porch gazing into the rain long after the 
headlights had vanished. 

HU 

Thursday morning, Ron woke to the patter of rain against 


the roof and walls. Yawning, he kicked free of the covers, 
stood, 


and shuffled over to the window. A gray veil of rain and fog 
hid 


the ocean, making the bluff look like it dropped off the edge 
of 


the world into nothingness. Fascinated, he leaned his 
forehead 


against the window and wondered what sort of shots he 
could 


get from the back porch. 


“Uh-uh. No photos today.” His breath condensed on the 


glass, obscuring his view. He wiped it off. The oils from his 
fingertips left streaks behind. 


Pushing away from the window, he pulled on a pair of 
ancient 


jeans and his favorite Sigur Rós hoodie and headed 
downstairs 


to make coffee. Before going to bed last night he’d promised 


himself that if the forecast was right and it rained again 
today, 


he was going to take the day off and leave his camera in its 
case. 


Well, here it was—pouring cats and dogs, as the saying 
went. He 


had some great storm photos already. He didn’t need any 
shots 


of plain old rain. What he needed was a day to relax and 
recharge 


his brain. 

Downstairs in the large, airy kitchen, he set up the coffee 
maker to brew four cups, then grabbed a chocolate glazed 
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doughnut from the box on the counter. His mom would 
purse 


her lips and scold him about the fat and calories, but what 
the 


hell. It wasn’t like he ate the damn things every day. Well, 
not 


normally. Besides, he knew what he looked like. He could 
afford 


to indulge his doughnut weakness now and then. 
Once enough coffee dripped through, Ron filled one of the 


large mugs from the cabinet, doctored it with vanilla 
creamer, 


took another doughnut, and wandered out onto the back 
porch. 


Last night’s wind had died down, but the hours of non-stop 
rain 


had left a distinct chill in the air. His warm sweatshirt felt 
good. 


He curled up in the big wicker chair, bare feet tucked 
underneath 


him, sipped his coffee and munched his doughnut while the 
rain 


beat a steady rhythm on the porch roof overhead. 
Ron peered north through the trees. He wondered what 


Drew was doing, if he had to work today or if he was even 
now 


sitting on his own back porch, drinking his morning coffee 
and 


watching the rain. 
Maybe he was even thinking about Ron. Daydreaming about 


tearing Ron’s clothes off and fucking him in the grass at the 
edge 


of the bluff, with the trees swaying in the wind above them 
and 


the surf booming against the rocks below. 
Ron shook his head, chuckling at himself. A guy only a 


couple years shy of the big three-oh ought to have left the 
lurid 


schoolboy fantasies behind by now. Drew just brought it out 
in 


him. 
Of course, that might be because Drew always stared at him 


like ripping his clothes off and fucking him was precisely 
what 


went on behind those hazel eyes. Now if he could just get 
Drew 


to act on what he so obviously wanted, they’d both be 
happy. 


Slouching deeper into the chair, Ron leaned his head against 


the back cushion and let himself daydream. 
OOOO 
With the exception of morning coffee-and-doughnut time, 


he spent the bulk of the day indoors, sprawled on the sofa in 
the 


living room watching movies on the big screen TV. Thank 
God 
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this place had digital cable. 
When the already dim light outside began to fade into 


dusk, Ron turned off the TV and curled up in the big, 
squashy 


armchair with a copy of World War Z he’d found in the 
library 


down the hall, a large glass of his favorite chardonnay, and 
the 


bag of microwave popcorn he’d decided to call dinner. The 
rain 


had trailed off to a drizzle a few hours ago, but the wind 
made up 


for the noise deficit with gusts strong enough to shake the 
walls. 


Bits of branches broke off the nearby trees now and then to 


skitter across the roof. About halfway through the second 
glass 


of wine, the noise of their cartwheeling passage started to 
sound 


like skeletal feet tapping down the shingled slope. 
Ron snickered. Here he sat, in the dim glow of a lamp with a 


beaded burgundy shade and a low-wattage LED bulb, 
creeping 


himself out with mental images of skeletons dancing on the 
roof. 


Naturally, that was the time the wind chose to die down 


enough for him to hear the low sounds of crying drifting 
from 


the third floor. 
Setting his book face down on the arm of the chair, he tilted 


his head back to stare at the ceiling. For a moment, he 
heard 


nothing. Outside, the wind blew what sounded like a handful 
of 


tiny pebbles against the walls before quieting again. In the 
lull, 


Ron thought he heard a miserable moan. 


Heart racing, he froze in the chair and held his breath. His 


pulse thudded one-two-three-four times against his 
eardrums 


before the noise came again, faint but unmistakable—a 
wavering 


moan that ended on a heartbroken sob. 


All the hairs rose along Ron’s arms. He wished the wind 
would 


pick up again, so he didn’t have to listen to that horrible 
sound. 


Not that ignoring it would do any good at this point. It was 
SO 


obvious. He’d been drowning it out for such a long time that 
he’d 


forgotten how real it had sounded that first night. Listening 
to the 


anguished sobs now, he could no longer believe it was 
simply his 


imagination embellishing ordinary old-house noises. 

So go see what it Is, idiot. What’s stopping you? 
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He frowned. What was stopping him? Was he really that 


scared? The nine-one-one operator had said there was a 
ghost 


in the tower room, but that couldn’t be it because there 
wasn't 


any such thing. Besides, Joe had gone up there and he’d 
have said 


something if he’d seen a ghost. Wouldn’t he? 


“| don’t believe in ghosts,” Ron said, as if speaking the 
words 


out loud made them more true. He wondered who he was 
trying 


to convince. 
More than that, he wondered if it mattered. Something was 


making that sound. It wasn’t his imagination. Or if it was, he 
must 


be in the midst of a psychotic break of epic proportions. 
Either 


way, the whole thing felt enough like reality that he couldn’t 
think 


of a single reason not to get off his ass and find out once 
and for 


all just what the hell went on at night in the tower room. 
Draining his wine glass in a few long swallows, Ron set it on 


the wooden table next to the lamp, uncurled his legs, and 
pushed 


to his feet. He marched up the stairs straight for the third 
floor 


before he had a chance to lose his nerve. The two extra- 
large 


glasses of liquid courage helped. 
He paused at the bottom of the narrow stairs leading to the 


tower room. The door at the top hung half open. The 
darkness 


beyond seemed to ooze outward like a mist. Ron knew that 


must be a byproduct of nerves, or wine. Or both. 
Nevertheless, 


he switched on the wall sconce in the hallway. In spite of the 
mingled excitement and fear making his heart gallop like a 


runaway stallion, he didn’t want to turn on the light inside 
the 


tower until he got a sense of it in the dark. Still, the friendly 
glow 


from the hall light down here might give him enough 
courage to 


actually follow through with his plan without interfering with 
it. 


Ron had no idea if that made any sense, even to him. But 


that was his plan, and by God he was going for it. He wiped 
his 


clammy palms on his jeans and started climbing the stairs. 


The darkness in the room wasn’t as absolute as it had 
seemed 


from downstairs. The clouds had thinned enough to allow a 
bit 


of light from the waxing moon through to line the window 
sill, 


the rafters, and the ceiling fan with a faint white glow. A 
warmer 
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golden radiance cut a wide arc across the wooden floor from 
the 


open doorway. 
Ron paced across the room, one careful step at a time. He 


didn’t hear anything. Relief and disappointment both made 
his 


legs tremble. He drew a shaky breath. Had his approach 
somehow 


stopped whatever was happening up here? 
A quiet sob sounded practically in his ear. He jumped 


backward, tripped over his own feet and fell with a yelp, 
landing 


hard on his right hip and elbow. His arm went numb from 
the 


elbow down for a second before a painful wave of pins and 
needles spread up from his fingers. 

“Dammit. Ow.” He rolled onto his back, cradling his arm 
against his body. It hurt—tomorrow he’d have a spectacular 


bruise on his arm, and a matching one on his hip—but he 
felt 


sure it wasn’t broken or anything. That would suck. 
He levered himself to a sitting position. And froze, his mouth 


open in shock. Not three feet in front of him, right where 
he’d 


been standing a few seconds ago, a misty white figure 
hovered, 


the vague suggestion of a translucent head bowed forward 
ina 


pose that suggested deep unhappiness. It was crying. 


ChaPTeR seven 


Ron stared. “Oh, my God. I’m not seeing this. | am not 
seeing 


this.” 

But he was. No doubt about it. The figure wasn’t solid—he 
could see the far wall through it—but it was definitely there. 
It looked like a bit of ocean mist had somehow made its way 


indoors and fashioned itself into a crude suggestion of a 
human 


form. In fact, Ron thought he could have talked himself into 
that 


explanation, if it hadn’t been for the crying. 

That part sort of shot the whole mist thing to hell. 

Or... not. Maybe not. 

“You.” He pointed at the wavering shape, which had faded 


into near non-existence while he sat gaping at it. “You’re 
just fog. 


l'm probably hearing something else. Some other sound 
from 


down the beach, or out on the water. It’s acoustics.” He 
nodded, 


liking the sound of that. “Yeah. Just acoustics, that’s all.” 
How he would hear anything from outside with the windows 
closed—or how one wisp of fog would manage to get in and 
hang there in the middle of the room, for that matter—he 


preferred not to think about right now. Working out all the 
logic 


of the situation could wait for daylight, when he didn’t feel 
quite 


so much as if reality had just yanked the rug out from under 
him. 


Keeping a cautious eye on the fog-shape, he scooted 
backward 


until he reached the wall, then used it to help him climb to 
his 


feet. He felt weak and shaky, his pulse still racing and his 
breath 


coming too fast. 
Coming up here had been a bad idea. All he’d gained was a 


couple of nasty bruises and a mystery he knew damn well 
his 


half-assed explanation did nothing to solve. 


He didn’t know whether it proved his unscientific hypothesis 


or not when the figure faded and vanished, taking the 
heartbroken 


sobs with it. 
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Ron shook his head. “I don’t know, | don’t want to know, | 


don’t want to think about it. Just... leaving. Gonna leave 
now.” 


He managed to navigate the stairs without falling. Back on 
the 


ground floor, he turned on all the lights, poured himself a 
third 


glass of chardonnay and put the one porn DVD he’d brought 
with him into the player. He plopped onto the sofa, his wine 


clutched in one hand, and undid his jeans as the title credits 
for 


“Spank Aaron” came up. Maybe an hour and a half of twink 


ass getting paddled raw by a neverending line-up of muscle 
men 


would drive the mystery of the tower room from his mind. 
A guy could hope. 
HOU 


Drew got up at four a.m. Friday morning, after a scant few 


hours of restless, broken sleep. Worries about the day ahead 
had 


kept him tossing and turning for ages before he’d finally 
dropped 


off sometime between midnight and one. He’d woken up at 
least 


three times after that in a cold sweat, his pulse rushing in 
his ears 


and the past all blurred together with the present in his 
head. 


The last time, he decided he may as well quit trying and 
hauled 


himself out of bed. 
A big mug of strong black coffee kick started his brain 


enough to get him showered and into his least ratty pair of 
jeans. 


A second mug got him through shaving and finding a shirt 
that 


didn’t look like it had been scrubbed on a rock. He pulled on 


socks and a pair of relatively clean hiking shoes and shuffled 
into 


the kitchen for more coffee. 


Sitting with his third mugful in front of the morning news on 


the TV, he wondered why he bothered fixing himself up. Not 
that 


Ron wouldn't notice. He’d notice, all right. In fact, Drew 
figured 


he’d have his work cut out for him keeping his virtue—such 
as it 


was—Ssafe from the kid. Which was why he couldn’t 
understand 


what had driven him to comb his hair until it shone, splash 
on the 


cologne he’d gone out and bought just for the occasion, and 
put 


on his nicest clothes short of the suit he hadn’t worn in 
twenty 


years. 
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Vanity, pure and simple. 


Drew snorted into his cup at the idea, but he couldn’t deny 
the 


truth of it. No man had looked at him like Ron did in longer 
than 


Drew could remember. Especially not a man like Ron— 
young, 


sexy, educated, accomplished. Everything Drew wasn’t. Part 
of 


him wanted to hide when Ron’s gaze slid down his body in 
that 


unmistakable way, but at the same time he wanted to 
clutch that 


he wants me knowledge around himself like a blanket and 
never 


let it go. 
Apparently he wasn’t strong enough to resist the lure of a 


beautiful young man’s attention. Even though he had no 
intention 


of taking Ron up on his blatant interest. 

Even though that interest was mutual. 

Christ. 

Trying to puzzle out his own mixed feelings and muddy 


motivations made his brain hurt. Shaking his head, he 
drained his 


mug and went to see what he could find to eat. 
WOOO 
At ten ‘til six, Drew divided the second pot of coffee he’d 


brewed between his favorite travel mug and the portable 
carafe 


he took on jobs, then grabbed an extra travel mug and his 
keys, 


shrugged into his jacket, and headed out the door. 
It was dark as the pit outside, the moon long gone and first 


light still a good half hour away. He locked his door and 
stood 


there for a moment, breathing in the cool, crisp morning air. 


Everything was so still. It wouldn’t last long. Even in a small 
town 


like Sebastian’s Bluff, people started their days early. The 
traffic 


would soon pick up with folks traveling south into 
Sebastian’s 


Bluff and Florence or north to Yachats for work. Drew loved 


the quiet before dawn, when the whole world seemed to 
hold 


its breath and just for a little while, the day’s possibilities 
felt 


limitless. 
Nearby, a bird’s call broke the silence. An identical song 


answered from farther away. Drew peered east across the 
road. 
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The darkness remained unrelieved, but the faintest paleness 
lined 


the very edge of the horizon. He needed to get a move on if 
he 


wanted to get Ron to Blood Lake in time to watch the sun 
come 


up. 
The thought of sharing a sunrise with Ron made Drew’s 


breath catch. Scowling at himself, he strode to his truck, 
climbed 


in, and cranked the engine. It started on the second try. He 
backed 


out into the road and drove to Ron’s house, trying hard not 
to 


think of where exactly he was going. He did not want to 
repeat 


his near panic attack of the other day. God, how 
embarrassing. 


When he pulled into the circular drive, the truck’s headlights 


picked out Ron’s familiar figure waiting on the front porch. 
Ron 


hurried down the steps as the truck rolled to a halt. He 
looked 


good enough to eat in faded, low-slung jeans that molded to 
his 


body like a second skin and a dark sweater of some thin 
material 


that clung just as snug as the damn jeans. The sweater rode 
up 


at the hem, revealing a strip of milky skin that Drew wished 
he 


could pretend he didn’t want to touch. The too-big rain 
jacket 


Drew had seen before hung open over the whole outfit. A 


wicker picnic basket swung from Ron’s left hand. His right 
hand 


clutched a camera bag nearly as large as the basket. A wide 
smile 


lit his face. 

Chuckling at Ron’s obvious excitement, Drew leaned over to 
open the truck door for him. “Good morning, Sunshine.” 
Ron laughed. “Hi, Drew.” He stashed the picnic basket 


behind the seat, then hopped in and shut the door, his 
camera 


bag clutched in his lap. He buckled in and grinned at Drew. 
“So, 


where’re we going?” 
“You'll see.” Drew pulled around the circle, down the drive 


and into the road. The needle-sharp anxiety he never could 


entirely let go while at the old house ebbed away as he 
drove. 


“There’s coffee, if you want it.” He nodded toward the 
carafe on 


the floorboard and the empty travel mug in console’s cup 
holder. 


“Help yourself.” 

“Oh my God, | knew | smelled coffee.” Ron filled the empty 
mug with strong, fragrant Italian roast. “You got sugar and 
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creamer or anything?” 

Ah, damn. “Nope. Sorry. | don’t use it myself.” 

“No big deal.” Lifting the mug to his face, Ron drew a deep 


breath before replacing the lid. He took a careful sip and 
fucking 


moaned. “Mmm. Wow. Coffeegasm.” 
Fuck. Drew’s hands tightened on the wheel. “Um.” 


Ron took an unnecessarily slow and sensual swallow, then 
fuck 


it all if he didn’t lick his lips. It was like the doughnut 
incident 


all over again. He shot Drew a sly sidelong glance, as if he 
knew 


exactly what sort of effect he was having on him. “Thanks, 
Drew. 


It’s like you know just what | need.” 

Coffee. He’s just talking about coffee here. Drew swallowed. 
“Thought you didn’t like it black.” 

“I don’t normally drink it black.” Ron set his camera bag on 


the floor and slouched in his seat, thighs spreading. His 
thumbs 


caressed his coffee mug in a way a person ought never to 
touch 


an inanimate object. “But l'Il take it any way you want to 
give it 


to me.” 
The double meaning was harder to ignore this time, since no 


normal person used that particular sultry tone of voice to 
refer 


to coffee. Heart racing, Drew dared a look at Ron, and 
wished 


he hadn’t. The expression on the little bastard’s face 
suggested he 


wasn’t just undressing Drew with his eyes, he was mentally 
doing 


all the things Drew had tried so hard—and without success— 
not 


to think about doing ever since he’d first spotted Ron pulling 
that 


goddamn wagon away from Parker’s. 

Fuck, fuck, fuck. 

Exactly. 

He fought back laughter. Good God, he was losing it. 


Completely losing his ever-loving mind, all because one hot 
city 


boy flirted with him. 


He never should’ve turned around that night when he 
started 


to go to Eugene. Should’ve gone on and gotten his sad ass 
laid. 


Maybe then he could relax and behave like a reasonable 
facsimile 
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of a human being instead of looking like an idiot in front of 
the 


one man in ages he’d given a damn about impressing. Even 
if 


none of it made any fucking sense. 


Beside him, Ron cleared his throat, startling Drew from his 


thoughts. He glanced over. Ron smiled, and this time it was 
a wry 


tilt of his lips, as if he knew he wasn’t getting anywhere. “| 
wish 


you'd tell me where we're going.” 
“Place called Blood Lake.” 


Ron’s eyes went wide. “Oh, wow. Did someone get 
murdered 


there or something?” 
“No, nothing like that. It’s something about the minerals in 


the water. Makes it look reddish.” It was the truth, if not the 
whole 


truth. Ron would find out the rest when the sun came up. 
“Oh, okay. Cool.” Ron took a deep swallow of coffee, without 


the lip-licking this time. “What sort of landscape is there? 
Lots 


of trees, fields, or what? Also, how big is the lake? The sun’s 
going to be rising over it, | guess?” 


“Yeah, it is. There’s trees around the western side where 
we'll 


be, up on the hill, but the lake’s down at the foot of a bluff, 


‘bout fifty feet | guess. There’s a short grassy slope beyond 
it, 


then more trees. The lake’s not huge. More of a pond, really, 


maybe two hundred feet by five hundred. And the sun rises 
over 


it, yeah.” Drew frowned as he turned down the dirt road 
leading 


to the pond. “What difference does it make?” 
“Just want to make sure I use the right film and settings and 


all.” He sat up straight, beaming. “I am so excited about 
today, 


Drew. | just want to thank you again for doing this. It really 
means a lot to me.” 
Drew shrugged. “You’re paying me.” 


Some of the light in Ron’s face dimmed. “I know, but I’m 
glad 


it’s you. It wouldn’t be the same with anyone else.” 
Well. What the hell was a guy supposed to say to that? Drew 
shrugged again, but couldn’t stop the smile that insisted on 


Spreading across his face. “Hey, | wouldn’t trust anyone else 
to 


These haunted heighTs 59 
keep you from getting lost, city boy.” 


Ron laughed and punched Drew’s shoulder, and suddenly 


Drew’s throat felt too tight to breathe. God, he’d missed 
this, the 


simple pleasure of someone else’s company. Even if 
whatever 


was brewing between them wasn’t simple at all. 


They sat in a silence that wasn’t too awkward while the 
truck 


bumped along the dirt road. Drew kept a sharp eye out for 
the 


next turn while Ron drank his coffee and peered through the 


window as if he could actually see anything interesting in 
the 


darkness. When Drew slowed down to pull into the narrow 
gap 


in the trees, Ron put his mug in the cup holder and sat 
forward 


with both hands on the dash like an overeager puppy. “Is 
this it?” 


“Yeah, this is it.” Drew laughed. “Maybe I shouldn’t’ve let 
you 


have any caffeine. Are you always this excitable?” 
“Pretty much.” Ron grinned at him. “What can I say? | love 
seeing new places. It never, ever gets old.” 


“Well, you’re gonna /ove this spot.” Slowing to a crawl, Drew 


guided the truck around the tight curve with the giant 
pothole in 


the middle of it. He geared down to take the steep rise on 
the 


other side. “Hang on to that coffee carafe and your camera. 
This 


last bit of road’s pretty rough.” 
Ron snatched his camera bag off the floorboard and cradled 


it on his lap with one arm. He grabbed the carafe’s handle 
with 


his free hand. Just in time, as the truck’s right front wheel 
lurched 


across a trench in the road that hadn’t been there last time 
Drew 


came out here. The whole vehicle leaned alarmingly to the 
right. 


Drew flung an arm across Ron’s chest to keep him from 
Sliding 


into the door. 
“Whoa. Thanks.” Ron’s rib cage rose and fell faster than it 


should have against Drew’s forearm. “Are you sure this 
road’s 


safe? And... well, all there?” 


“Yeah.” Drew pulled his arm back. His skin tingled where 


the warmth of Ron’s body had seeped through the thin 
sweater. 


“People come out here pretty regularly, believe it or not. 
And 


even if they didn’t, my truck could handle it. All the rain 
yesterday 
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just fucked up the road.” 
“Okay.” Ron didn’t sound entirely convinced—it didn’t help 


any when the truck skidded in a wide patch of mud—but he 
kept 


any reservations he had to himself. “Uh. Are we almost 
there?” 


Drew bit back a laugh. “Almost. Just a little ways past the 
top 


of this rise.” 
At that moment, the truck topped the hill. Drew let up on 


the gas and concentrated on easing around the curved 
grade on 


the other side. A couple of minutes later, the rutted dirt 
track 


straightened, widened and finally dead-ended in the tiny 
gravel 


parking area for the hikers, bikers, runners, and occasional 


sightseers who came out here. It was empty. 
Drew parked the truck next to the trail head leading to the 


lake. “It’s about a five minute walk to the lake. We'd better 
get 


going.” 
Ron opened the door and hopped out onto the gravel, taking 


his camera bag with him. “There’s no one else here. | 
thought 


you said other people come out here a lot.” 
“They do.” Drew reached over to lock Ron’s door, climbed 


out of the cab, shut and locked his door and pocketed his 
keys. 


He skirted around to Ron’s side of the truck. “Most of the 
folks 


who come here are runners, bikers, and hikers. They use the 
trails 


around the lake and in the woods around here. They mostly 
wait 


‘til a little later in the day to show up.” 
“Oh. Okay.” Slinging his bag over his shoulder, Ron pulled 
out his camera and hung it around his neck. 


Drew started down the trail. Ron trudged along beside him, 


fiddling with the camera as they walked. By now, the 
eastern 


sky had grown light enough to shed a weak illumination on 
the 


ground at their feet. Ron walked faster, his expression 
worried. 


Drew didn’t have anything against getting there faster, but 
he 


knew they still had at least fifteen minutes before the sun 
rose 


above the horizon. He grinned, thinking of the look on Ron’s 


face when he saw the dawn light reflected on the lake. Drew 
had 


seen Blood Lake’s unique sunrise spectacle plenty of times. 
He 
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The trail took a sharp left turn, then a sharper right, and 
spilled 


them out of the forest onto the edge of the bluff above the 
lake. 


Even though he’d been here countless times, the 
abruptness of it 


still took Drew’s breath away. He gazed out over the 
treetops, the 


grass gray with pre-dawn light and morning dew, and the 
rusty- 


reddish expanse of the lake at their feet. God, but he did 
love the 


stark, startling beauty of this view. 

“Oh, my God.” Ron drew closer, his cheek resting against 
Drew’s shoulder. “Wow. This place is...” 

Drew nodded. “I know.” 

Ron shifted, smiling up Drew. “I have to set up. | can’t miss 


a second of this.” Giving Drew’s arm a squeeze, he plopped 
onto 


his knees in the damp grass, set down his camera bag and 
went 


to work. 
Drew found a nice dry rock to sit on to watch Ron set up. 


Within a couple of minutes, Ron had his camera perched 
atop 


a tripod and was happily snapping away. Drew stared, 
fascinated 


by the confidence with which Ron manipulated the camera’s 
controls. It was like watching a dance. Not that Drew knew 


anything about dancing, but the way Ron’s long, graceful 
fingers 


moved made him think of ballet. 
When the sun rose above the horizon, Drew knew it by the 


way Ron’s eyes went wide with awe. For a second he sat 
stock still, 


one hand on the camera and the other limp at his side, 
Staring like 


it was second coming. “Wow.” 
Drew smiled. “Pictures, Ron. It only lasts a few minutes.” 
Visibly shaking himself out of his daze, Ron nodded. “Yeah. 


Right. Okay.” All business again, he starting taking more 
pictures. 


Propping his chin in one hand, Drew watched Ron with a 


smile. He didn’t have to look toward the lake to know what 
Ron 


saw. Minerals might give the water below a reddish tinge, 
but the 


sunrise gave it its name. These few minutes when the first 
light 


reflected off the flat surface just so, making it look like a 
puddle 


of blood in the midst of the woods. It was a surreal sight, 
one 
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not many people bothered to experience. Sharing it with 
Ron 


gave Drew a warm glow deep in his belly. 
The click of Ron’s camera didn’t stop until the sun was high 


enough in the sky for the lake’s color to fade from arterial 
crimson 


to its normal reddish-brown. Ron stood and stretched, arms 


above his hand and back arched. His sweater rode up, 
exposing a 


Strip of flat, pale belly. 

Drew’s hands twitched with the urge to touch. He clasped 
them together in his lap. “Done already?” 

“I’m at the end of this roll.” Ron strolled over and sat on the 


rock, his hip and thigh pressed against Drew’s. “Tell you 
what, 


though, | could spend a whole day here. This view’s 
incredible.” 


Drew licked his lips. He could smell Ron’s hair, a soft green 


scent that spoke of expensive shampoo. “Yeah, it’s different, 
all 


right. So you liked it, huh?” 


Laughing, Ron nudged Drew’s shoulder with his. “You could 


say that.” 

“Good. I’m glad.” 

Silence fell. Drew listened to the riot of birdsong filling the 
chilly morning air and tried not to think about Ron’s body so 


close to his. Maybe he shouldn’t have put himself in this 
position, 


alone with a man he desperately wanted in the second most 


romantic setting within driving distance. Especially since 
Ron 


seemed to be snuggling up to him, one arm looped through 
his and 


his head leaning on Drew’s shoulder. 
Oh, God. 
Before Drew could break out of his paralysis enough to act, 


the sound of feminine laughter drifted from the nearby 
woods 


and two older women emerged from the trail into the small 
clearing. They stopped, eyeing Drew and Ron with that /ook 


people got when they were horrified and believed 
themselves 


too polite to show it. Drew cleared his throat and stared at 
the 


ground. 

“Pardon me,” one of the ladies said. Drew thought it was the 
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one in the pink jogging suit. “We were just...” 

“We didn’t mean to interrupt... whatever you were... um, 


doing.” The other woman made a vague gesture with her 
hand. 


“We'll just be going.” 
“No no, it’s okay.” Letting go of Drew’s arm, Ron jumped to 


his feet. “We were just about to leave anyway. I’m from out 
of 


town and my friend,” he turned to Drew with a smile, 
“brought 


me out here to take pictures of the sunrise. But we have a 
lot of 


other stops to make today, so we really ought to head on 
out.” 


Drew stood, gave the women a perfunctory nod, and went 


to stand beside Ron while he put away his camera and 
tripod. 


The pink-clad lady and her friend stood at the edge of the 
bluff 


as far away as possible, gazing out over the lake and 
whispering 


together. They ignored Ron and Drew when the two of them 


started back down the trail. Drew thought that was just as 
well. 


He sure as hell didn’t have anything to say to either of 
them, and 


he didn’t think Ron did either. 

“Okay, that was awkward,” Ron said once they’d gotten out 
of earshot. He shot Drew a mournful look. “Sorry, Drew. That 
was totally my fault.” 

Surprised, Drew stared at him. “How’s it your fault those two 


old bats are ho—” He bit off the word. They hadn’t talked 
about 


that yet, so it felt wrong to bring it up. 

He should’ve known Ron wouldn't share his hesitation. 
“Homophobic.” Ron shook his head. “They didn’t really say 
anything.” 


Drew laughed, and knew it sounded bitter. “They didn’t 
have 


to, did they? Don’t tell me you don’t know their type just as 
well 


as | do.” 

“Yeah. | guess | do.” Ron blew a stray black curl out of his 
eyes. “But still. | shouldn’t have cozied up to you like that.” 
The very large part of Drew that wanted to tear Ron’s 


clothes off and fuck him right there in the dirt both agreed 
and 


disagreed, for different reasons. Drew shrugged, trying to 
keep 


his discomfort from showing on his face. “It’s okay. If they 
want 
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to think the wrong thing, that’s their problem.” 
“The wrong thing. Yeah.” Disappointment touched Ron’s 


features and vanished in the space of a breath. “It’s just 
how 


lam, you know, I’m real touchy-feely with people | like.” He 
darted a shy glance in Drew’s direction. 


Predictably, Drew’s insides turned to mush. He felt the 
corners 


of his mouth tip upward. “Yeah, well. I’m not, but | don’t 
mind 


it when people | like get that way with me.” He bumped 
Ron’s 


elbow with his. “Hell, | don’t even mind when homophobic 
old 


ladies get the wrong idea, if it’s somebody | like they’re 
getting 


the wrong idea about.” 
That didn’t make a whole lot of sense, but Ron’s smile 


widened as if he knew just what Drew meant. 


ChaPTeR eighT 


After Blood Lake, Drew took Ron to a couple of other inland 


spots he knew before heading for the Heceta Head 
lighthouse. 


He’d gone back and forth over whether to take Ron there, 
and 


ultimately decided he had to. Visitors flocked to it, sure, but 
even 


he couldn’t deny the beauty of the place. 
Ron loved it, just like Drew knew he would, which made 


putting up with the traffic and the tourists worth every 
irritating 


minute. 
“I’m starved,” Ron declared as Drew pulled the truck out 


of the parking lot a couple of hours after they’d arrived. 
“What 


about that picnic now, huh?” 
Right on cue, Drew’s stomach rumbled. “Sounds great. I’m 
pretty hungry myself. Where’d you like to go to eat?” 


“You tell me. You’re the one who’s familiar with the good 


spots in this area.” Turning sideway as much as the seatbelt 
would 


allow, Ron tucked a leg beneath him and grinned. “I’m 
entirely at 


your mercy, Mr. LaSalle.” 
Drew liked the sound of that way more than he should have. 


Damn Ron anyway, for putting thoughts in Drew’s head that 
he 


had no business thinking. 
“Um. Let’s see.” Drew cut a glance sideways under cover of 


his sunglasses. Ron had shed the jacket long ago and 
shoved the 


sleeves of his sweater up above his elbows. His hair was 
tangled 


and his cheeks pink from the ever-present wind at the 
lighthouse. 


Drew shouldn't, he knew damn well it was a bad, bad idea, 
but... 


“The water’s pretty calm today, and it’s way warmer than 
usual. We 


could take my cruiser, if you want. My boat, that is,” he 
clarified 


when Ron’s brows drew together in a puzzled expression. 
“Picnic 


on deck in the sun. The view from offshore’s amazing. You 
can 


get shots of the sea lions from there, most likely.” 


Ron’s face lit up brighter than Heceta’s big lamp ona 
moonless 
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night. “Oh my God, that’s brilliant! Let’s do it.” 

Drew laughed. Damned if Ron’s excitement wasn’t catching. 
“Well, | guess we got a plan, then.” He grinned at Ron. “You 
don’t get seasick, do you?” 

“Nope. | have a stomach of iron.” Plucking his sunglasses off 


the top of his head where he’d stuck them while he took 
pictures, 


Ron slid them over his eyes. “Good thing | brought 
sunblock.” 


An image of Ron stretched out on Emma’s deck wearing 


nothing but those damn giant black shades and a smile 
popped 


into Drew’s head. The mental picture was so vivid he could 
see 


the way the sun glinted off the sheen of sweat on Ron’s bare 
Skin. 


Drew stifled a groan. He’d never had any imagination to 


speak of before. Why’d he have to develop one now, of all 
times? 


Desperate for something to distract himself from thoughts 
of Ron naked, Drew brought up the first subject that came to 


mind. “So, you must’ve traveled all over the world for your 
work, 


huh?” 

Ron shrugged. “Yeah, | guess I’ve been a few places.” 
“You been to...” Christ, what was a place Ron was likely to 
have traveled to? “Um, New Orleans?” 

“Several times.” Ron tilted his head sideways in obvious 
curiosity. “Why?” 


“Never been there. | always wanted to go.” That was only 
half 


a lie. If Drew died without ever seeing New Orleans, he 
wouldn’t 


give a goddamn. He forced his best fake casual smile. “Tell 
me 


about it.” 
Ron pursed his lips as if he doubted Drew’s sincerity—which 


of course he should, not that Drew was telling him that—but 


he started talking anyway. Drew focused on Ron’s words, 
even 


asking questions now and then. He might not be interested 
in 


New Orleans, but listening to Ron talk about it was a damn 
sight 


better than arriving at the Sebastian’s Bluff marina with a 
hard- 


on. 
The tactic worked. By the time they arrived at the marina a 
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few minutes later, he’d stopped imagining what Ron’s bare 
body 


would look like in the sunshine—for the most part—and 
actually 


gotten interested in his tales of New Orleans and other 
places 


he’d been. 


As much as he’d enjoyed the conversation, though, Drew 
was 


glad he had an excuse to end it before it went any further. It 
was 


nice that they had Glasgow in common, but Ron had 
mentioned 


London just before Drew pulled into the marina’s parking 
area. 


Drew didn’t want to talk about London. Good memories 
gone 


bad hurt worse than any other kind except one, and he’d 
just as 


soon not dredge them up. 
“Which one’s yours?” Ron asked as they walked past the 


double row of yachts and sailboats toward the slip where 
Drew 


berthed Emma. 
“That’s her. Next to the last slip.” Drew pointed toward 


Emma’s blue and white hull with the hand not holding the 
picnic 


basket. “She’s not much, but she’s mine.” 
“Are you kidding? This is great!” Lifting the camera he'd left 
slung around his neck, Ron stopped and snapped a photo of 


Emma nestled between a tremendous yacht and a sporty 
ketch 


with music thumping from the cabin below deck. He curled a 


hand around Drew’s arm and gave it a squeeze. “Thank you 
for 


doing this, Drew. I’m having the best time.” 


Warmth climbed from Drew’s chest up into his cheeks. 
Embarrassed but pleased, he smiled. “Me too.” 

WU 

Ron leaned back in the deck chair with a deep sigh. “Wow, 
I’m stuffed.” 

“Me too.” Drew grinned over the rim of one of the big blue 


plastic cups Ron had brought in lieu of wineglasses. “Hell of 
a 


picnic, Oberon. Thanks.” 
Laughing, Ron threw a grape at Drew, who caught it against 


his chest. “It’s the least | could do. And don’t call me 
Oberon.” 


Drew’s grin widened, and Ron’s breath caught. He was 
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already neck deep in lust with Drew. But Ron didn’t think 
he’d 

ever recover from today. Spending time with this relaxed, 
smiling 

Drew rather than the tense, quick-tempered and rather sad 
one 


he’d come to expect was a revelation. And the day wasn’t 
even 


over yet. 
If Ron got his way, it wouldn’t end for a long, long time. The 


sun wouldn’t set for hours, not that it made a difference 
anyway. 


That’s why God made high-speed film. 
Drew popped the grape into his mouth, chewed and 


swallowed. “So, now that we're fed, you ready to give that 
camera 


of yours another workout?” 
“Hm.” Ron drained the last of the wine from his cup and set 


it in the picnic basket. “I definitely want to get some shots 
of the 


town before we head up the coast.” Drew had taken Emma 
out 


just far enough to provide a spectacular view of Sebastian’s 
Bluff 


nestled in its little sheltered cove, with its neat white 
cottages 


perched atop the bluffs on either side. No way was Ron 
moving 


on without capturing the scene on film. 
“Uh-huh. Told you the view was amazing.” His cup still 


dangling from one hand, Drew pushed to his feet. “You get 


whatever shots you want while we’re still anchored here, 
then 


we'll head back up toward Heceta Head and the sea lion 
caves. 


You brought your zoom lens, right?” 
Ron nodded. “I usually bring it on shoots, whether | think IIl 
need it or not. You never can tell what might happen.” 


Drew flashed the smile that made Ron’s heart thump and 
his 


knees shake. “Always prepared. That’s good.” 
Ron thought of the condoms and lube he’d stashed in his 


camera bag that morning in a fit of optimism and let out a 
laugh 


he hoped sounded more casual to Drew than it did to him. 
“Yeah. 


Prepared. That’s me.” 
One dark eyebrow arched as if Drew knew Ron was thinking 


something dirty. “Okay. Well, you go ahead and take 
whatever 


pictures you want. l'Il clean up here while you’re doing that. 
Whenever you're ready, we'll weigh anchor and go.” 
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Ron wrinkled his nose. Maybe it was stupid, seeing as how 


he’d arranged this outing for the purpose of taking pictures 


mostly—but right now the idea of going back to work held 
no 


appeal. He felt full and lazy, and he wanted nothing more 
than 


to just lie on the deck basking in the warm sun like a cat. 
And if 


Drew wanted to stretch out beside him, well, that would be 
just 


fine. 
“Actually, I’m enjoying just relaxing right now. | don’t guess 


there’s any rush, huh? Could we just hang out here for a 
while?” 


A yawn took Ron by surprise. He stretched, arms linked over 


his head, mostly to watch Drew lick his lips when Ron’s 
sweater 


rode up to show bare skin above the waistband of his jeans. 


Ron wondered that the heat of Drew’s stare didn’t burn a 
hole 


through his sunglasses, it was that obvious. It was also nice 
to be 


wanted that badly. Terrence had sure as hell never looked at 
him 


like that. Ron grinned. “Drew?” 
Drew visibly shook himself. “Huh? Oh, uh. Yeah, there’s no 


hurry. We can stay here a while, if you want. It’s your party.” 
He 


started picking up the remains of their lunch, carefully 
looking 


anywhere but at Ron. “lIl, um. Just. Be in the cabin. If you 
need 


me.” 

Ron grabbed Drew’s wrist. “No. Don’t go inside.” 
Drew’s throat worked. “But... But I—” 

“The real reason | didn’t want to go back to work yet is 


because | just want to soend some more time with you, 
without 


anything else getting in the way.” Feeling bold with the wine 
and 


the heat and the way Drew’s pulse jumped under his thumb, 
Ron 


trailed his fingertips up Drew’s arm in a light caress. “Don’t 
go 


inside. Stay here with me. Please.” 


Not exactly subtle, but Ron got the feeling the time for 


subtlety had passed. He was going to have to be more 
direct if 


he ever expected to get past Drew’s reserve and his obvious 
fear. 


Ron knew he had to tread carefully, that Drew needed to be 
the 


one to make the first move, but he had no intention of 
wasting 


the next couple of months on flirting and innuendo. He’d go 
back to New York with the memory of Drew inside him no 
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matter what he had to do to get it. 

Drew pulled his arm away, cradling it against his chest as if 
Ron’s touch burned. “Um. I... | shouldn’t.” 

“Why not?” Pushing to his feet, Ron sidled up to Drew, close 


enough to see his heartbeat thudding in his throat and the 
sweat 


beading on his upper lip. “There’s nothing you have to do 
right 


now. Say you'll stay out here and keep me company. I really 
want 


you...” he drew a deep breath, as if enjoying the sea air, “to 
stay 


with me. Come on.” 
Drew’s lips parted, his breath running out in a shaking sigh. 


Ron wondered if he was so rattled because he was irritated 
or 


turned on. Probably both. Ron flashed his brightest, most 
winning 


smile. 
That seemed to break through the last of Drew’s resistance. 


Laughing, he shook his head. “Okay, you win. We'll laze 
around 


in the sun and yak like a couple of girls.” 

“Hey, no one would ever mistake you for a girl.” Unable to 
resist, Ron laid a palm on Drew’s chest. 

The touch startled a soft sound from Drew. He took a step 


back. “Okay. Um. Tell you what, you grab the wine, l'Il get us 
a 


couple of deck pads and we can lay in the sun. You got swim 


trunks or shorts or anything? Mine are too big for you but | 
think 


| got a pair of shorts in the cabin from when my cousin Ben 
was 


on board a few years ago.” 


“Naw, that’s okay. | wore my swimsuit under my jeans, just 
in 


case.” 
Drew’s head dipped downward. He gulped. “Oh. Okay. Well. 
|. Yeah.” Turning on his heel, he fled into the cabin. 


Ron couldn’t help chuckling, even though he hoped he 
hadn’t 


just driven Drew inside for good. He knew damn well Drew 
had 


just come to the correct conclusion about exactly what sort 
of 


Skimpy swimsuit a guy could wear under a pair of snug- 
fitting 


jeans. 
By the time he heard the cabin door open behind him a 
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couple of minutes later, Ron had the rest of the leftovers 
and 


trash from their lunch put away in the basket, which he’d 
stowed 


in the storage area under the seat along with his camera 
bag. He’d 


already poured two more cups of wine, finishing off the 
bottle. 


Smiling, he turned, Drew’s cup in his hand. “Here, | poured 
you some...” 
Anyone would forgive him for losing track of his thoughts. 


Drew wore a pair of faded green camouflage cargo shorts 
that 


hung dangerously low on his hips and showed every. Single. 


Muscle. In his lean belly. His bare chest looked even better 
in the 


bright sunshine than it did in the rain, Ron decided. So did 
his 


corded arms, and his strong shoulders. 

One of these days Ron was really going to have to lick the 
arch of Drew’s hipbones. 

“What?” Drew strode forward, muscles bunching in his long, 


tanned legs and scrambling whatever sense Ron might’ve 
had 


left, which wasn’t much. He took the cup from Ron’s hand 
and 


smiled. “Oh, more wine. Thanks.” 


“Sure. Yeah.” Ron bit his lip. He hadn’t counted on this. 


Hadn’t counted on this damn near irresistible urge to throw 


himself at Drew and lay it all on the line, just say / want you, 
I want 


you to fuck me and let the proverbial chips fall where they 
may. The 


only thing that stopped him was the certainty that if he 
pushed 


too hard too fast, he’d hurt Drew. He wasn’t sure how, or 
why, 


but his gut told him it was true anyway. 

For his own part, Drew seemed to have regained his 
equilibrium. He took a deep swallow of wine and licked the 
residue off his lips, then set the cup in a holder between two 


seats. “I got some deck pads in the storage bin over there.” 
He 


waved a hand toward the large wooden bin huddled against 
the 


wall outside the wheelhouse. “lIl lay ‘em out on the deck 
while 


you get. Um. Get changed.” Drew backed up toward the 
storage 


bin. “And put on sunblock. You'll burn pretty fast out here.” 


“Believe me, | Know.” Setting his cup in one of the holders 


between the built-in seats, Ron pulled his sweater over his 
head 
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and let it fall to the deck. “I’ve got SPF fifty in my bag.” 
Drew spun around when Ron unbuttoned his jeans. “Good. 


That’s good.” His voice sounded strained. He opened the bin 
and 


dug out a couple of blue and green striped deck pads. 
Letting the 


bin cover drop closed, he dragged the pads out into the 
middle 


of the empty space in the bow. 


Even though he couldn’t see through Drew’s sunglasses, 
Ron 


knew Drew wasn’t looking at him. He grinned. That was 
about 


to change. Ron pulled off his sneakers and socks, unzipped 
his 


jeans and shimmied them down his thighs. 
Seeing Drew’s jaw drop open was good. Feeling the weight 


of his gaze from behind the shades when he got a look at 
Ron’s 


tiny black thong was better. Ron felt like the sexiest man on 
earth 


when Drew looked at him like that. Staring straight into 
Drew's 


eyes—he hoped—Ron balanced himself as well as he could 


against the lurch and sway of the boat, and bent to pull his 
feet 


free of his jeans. 
Drew made a soft sound and turned away. “Um. Okay. Well. 
Okay.” He retrieved his wine and took a long swallow. 


Incoherence. Score! Fighting off a triumphant grin, Ron 
wedged 


his clothes against the row of padded seats, fished his 
sunblock 


out of his bag, and plopped down on one of the deck pads. 
“Hey 


Drew, would you hand me my wine?” 


“Uh, sure. Yeah.” Drew reached for Ron’s cup, grabbed it 
and 


lowered himself carefully to the other deck pad. He handed 
Ron 


his wine. “Here.” 
“Thanks.” Ron took a sip, then set it down and flipped open 


the lid of the sunblock. “You need any of this?” 


Drew shook his head. He studied the frayed hem of his 
Shorts 


as if it was the most fascinating sight in the world. 
Ron considered the situation while he rubbed sunblock into 
his skin. Sure, he liked pushing Drew beyond speech. But he 


wanted more than Drew’s unspoken lust, and he’d never get 
it if 


Drew wouldn't even look at him. The trouble was, he had no 
idea 


how to get Drew to act without driving him away. 
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Oh well. It doesn’t have to be today. You’ve got time. 
Sticking the sunblock back in his bag, Ron stretched out on 


his back and shut his eyes. It was a beautiful day, he was 
here with 


Drew and they were enjoying each other’s company. That 
was 


enough, for now. 


He lay there for several minutes in the warm sunshine 
before 


Drew’s voice broke the silence. “Oh, Jesus.” 


The growled words made Ron’s eyelids snap open again. 


“Huh? What?” 


Drew lay propped on one elbow on the other deck pad, 
brows 


drawn together in a fierce frown. His sunglasses lay 
abandoned 


on the deck. “What happened to your hip? And your arm?” 
It took Ron a minute to remember his fall the night before. 
“Oh. Nothing, really. | fell and got a little bruised is all.” He 


didn’t mention why he'd fallen. If he didn’t know what he’d 
seen, 


there was no way he could explain it to Drew without 
sounding 


like a complete nutcase. 


Drew stared into Ron’s eyes with a gaze so intense Ron had 
to 


fight the urge to squirm. “You’re not hurt? You’re sure?” 
Ron swallowed. “Yeah, it’s... just a bruise. A little sore, no 
big deal.” 

To Ron’s shock, Drew traced the outline of the bruise on his 


hip with gentle fingertips. Ron couldn’t hold back a needy 
moan. 


The sound seemed to break through some sort of barrier 


in Drew. Sliding closer, he leaned over Ron. His hand moved 


from Ron’s hip to touch his face instead. He brushed a 
strand of 


hair from Ron’s forehead. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. He ran 
his 


thumb over Ron’s lower lip. “I’m so sorry.” 


“It’s okay,” Ron answered, though he had no idea what 
Drew 


thought he had to be sorry for. He stared up into Drew’s 
eyes, 


afraid to move in case he broke whatever spell Drew had 
fallen 


under. “I’m okay.” 

Drew nodded, but didn’t seem convinced. Didn’t even seem 
to hear Ron’s words, in fact. His hand opened until his palm 
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cupped Ron’s cheek, and his gaze turned heavy. He licked 
his 


lips. Leaned closer. 
Oh, my God. 
Ron didn’t think about it. Just slid a hand into Drew’s hair, 


pulled him down those last few inches and kissed him. 


ChaPTeR nine 


For a moment, Drew went stiff and unresponsive. His shock 


radiated from him almost as strongly as his desire. The 
warmth 


of his hand vanished from Ron’s cheek, his palm planting on 
the 


pad beside Ron’s head. 


Ron wasn’t having it. Not when he knew damn well that 
Drew 


wanted this every bit as much as he did. 
Curling his free arm around Drew’s sun-warmed back, Ron 


opened his mouth and swiped his tongue over Drew's lips 
where 


he’d clamped them closed in self-defense. Did it again. 
Again. 


And finally, finally, Drew opened up with a tortured groan. 
His head tilted, his mouth fit over Ron’s, their tongues slid 


together and God, it felt so good Ron didn’t think he’d 
survive 


it. He clung to Drew with all his strength, arms straining and 
jaw 


stretched wide, while Drew ate at his mouth like it was his 
last 


meal on earth. His head buzzing and his body on fire, Ron 
arched 


his hips in a desperate search for friction. He was so hard, 
he felt 


as if a single touch would set him off like a bottle rocket. 
Drew shoved Ron’s legs apart with one knee and lifted his 


upper body right off the deck with a strong hand at the back 
of 


his neck. A firm thigh pressed to Ron’s cock, and any 
rational 


thought still lurking in his brain went flying off on the 
breeze. 


He forgot all about wanting Drew to fuck him, forgot about 


everything but the need to come right now. Loosening his 
death 


grip on Drew’s ribs, he slid his hand down, got a good solid 
hold 


on Drew’s ass and rubbed his crotch hard against Drew’s 
thigh. 


The movement brought his hipbone in blazing contact with 


Drew’s cock, thick and rigid through the fabric of his shorts 
and 


Ron’s thin swimsuit. Drew let out a growl that nearly 
drowned out 


Ron’s whimper. Ron thrust up just as Drew’s groin 
whipcracked 


forward and down, and fuck, the pressure was almost too 
much, 


but Ron needed it, he was so close, almost there, just a few 
good 


thrusts would do it. 
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Drew’s mouth fell away from his, slack and panting. His 
eyes 


were screwed shut, his face flushed and twisted into a so- 
good-it- 


hurts grimace, but his hips still moved in a hard, graceless 
rhythm 


and that was all that mattered. Ron hung on and moved 
with him, 


heart galloping and sweat trickling down the sides of his 
face. 


Almost, almost ... 
Just as Ron approached the point of no return, Drew shoved 


his pelvis into Ron’s so hard the deck pad slid a few inches 
across 


the polished wood. Drew sucked in a sharp breath. “Fuck, oh 


God.” His hand tightened painfully in Ron’s hair and his 
body 


shuddered against Ron’s. The breeze brought the 
unmistakable 


smell of semen a second later. 
Feeling Drew climax between his legs made Ron impatient 
to fall over the edge along with him. He ground his cock into 


Drew’s hipbone again, again, again, until the familiar 
tingling heat 


grabbed him by the balls and squeezed, and he came with a 
jerk 


and a sharp cry. 


They lay where they were for a moment while Emma 
swayed 


beneath them, rocked by the rising swell that signaled the 


incoming tide. Ron’s back ached, a cramp burned in the leg 
he’d 

tangled around Drew’s and his groin was uncomfortably 
sticky, 


but moving was the last thing he wanted to do. Not with 
Drew's 


body a warm, sated weight on top of him and Drew’s 
heartbeat 


pounding against his chest. 
Ron buried his face in the curve of Drew’s neck. “Oh, my 


God. Wow.” He planted a kiss on the salty skin directly over 
the 


place where Drew’s pulse jumped. “That was amazing. | 
can't 


wait to actually get you in bed. I’ve been dreaming about 
you 


fucking me.” 


Drew shoved away so fast Ron’s head smacked into the 
deck 


hard enough to daze him even with the pad in the way. He 
stared 


in shock as Drew stood and stumbled backward. His whole 
body 


shook, and his face had gone gray beneath his tan. 
Obviously, this went way beyond any normal post-hook-up 
regret. Something was seriously wrong. 
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Ron sat up, watching Drew’s face. “Drew? What’s wrong?” 


When Drew didn’t answer, didn’t even seem to hear, Ron 
rose 


to his feet and reached a hand toward Drew. Drew skittered 
out 


of reach, eyes wide and unfocused. Ron frowned. “Drew, 
you're 


scaring me. Are you okay? Do you need to go to the 
emergency 


room or something?” 
The threat of the hospital seemed to pull Drew back from 


whatever mental precipice he’d been balanced on for a 
minute 


there. The panicked expression bled away and his eyes 
focused 


on Ron’s face. 


At that moment, Ron got the strangest feeling he was 
watching 


the real Drew being shoved behind a mask. He wasn’t sure 
how 


to feel about that. 
“No. | don’t need anything. I’m fine.” Drew crossed his arms 


and stared at the deck. “Um. So, do you want to head up 
the 


coast now?” 


Ron plucked at the come-soaked Lycra drying to his pubic 


hair. He didn’t know where to look anymore. He’d had one- 
night stands before, but this felt different. Probably because 


Drew apparently wanted to pretend they hadn't just gotten 
off 


together. Jesus, he’d thought he was done with this 
particular 


brand of mind game ages ago. 
Sheer irritation prodded him to speak his mind instead of 
following Drew’s lead. “Actually, I’d kind of like to wash up 


first.” He forced his brightest smile past the pall of 
awkwardness. 


“Coming in your pants is fun sometimes, but it does leave 
you 


kind of sticky, huh?” 

Drew hunched his shoulders. He still didn’t look at Ron. 
“Don’t.” 

Anger started to edge out Ron’s irritation. He ignored it. 
Whatever lay behind Drew’s overly defensive behavior, Ron 
knew he’d never get to the heart of it by losing his temper. 
Ron took a deep breath and blew it out. “Drew, come on. It’s 


been obvious since we first met that we wanted to hook up. 
So 


we did. | don’t see what’s the big deal.” 

78 Ally Blue 

Drew’s head came up. His gaze locked with Ron’s, and Ron 
almost wished Drew would look at the deck again. It hurt to 


see such a cold expression on Drew’s face after he’d just 
rubbed 


himself off on Ron’s hip. 
“Exactly. It’s not a big deal, so stop trying to make it one.” 


Unaffected by the increasing motion of the boat, Drew bent 
to 


retrieve his sunglasses and stuck them on his face, hiding 
his eyes. 


“Now. Do you want to go up the coast to take more pictures, 
or 


not?” 

“No! No, goddammit, | don’t want to fucking take pictures.” 
Furious, frustrated, and hurt, Ron stalked toward Drew and 
glared up at him. “Listen. If you don’t want to do this again, 


that’s cool, no one’s forcing you. We can still hang out. If 
you 


want to hook up again, and do it right next time, you’ve got 
my 


number. But you don’t get to get off with me like that and 
then 


pretend it didn’t happen. You’re an adult, for God’s sake. Act 
like 


it.” 


As quickly as the words came to him, they dried up. Ron 
stood 


there staring at Drew, who stared back with his mouth open 
as if 


he were surprised at Ron’s outburst. 


When it became clear that Drew wasn’t going to answer, 
Ron 


steeled himself, took that last step forward and slipped his 
arms 


around Drew’s neck. He tried not to let the sudden tension 
in 


Drew’s body bother him, but it did. It bothered him even 
more 


that Drew’s arm hung stiff at his sides instead of going 
around 


Ron’s waist. Ron felt awkward and vulnerable, but dammit, 
he 


wasn't letting Drew off the hook. Not now. 


“I want you, Drew. You want me. You can’t pretend you 


don’t.” Ron pressed closer, until he felt the wet spot on 
Drew's 


shorts against his belly. “I’m not gonna try to force you into 
a 


relationship, if that’s what you’re worried about. I’m only 
here 


for a few months. This can just be about the sex. It doesn’t 
have 


to mean anything else.” 
Drew licked his lips. “Ron. Please.” 


He didn’t elaborate, didn’t move, didn’t relax even a 
fraction. 
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With no idea what Drew was pleading for—wondering if 
Drew 


himself knew—Ron decided action was the best way to find 
out. 


Rising on tiptoe, he pressed his mouth to Drew’s. 


Drew made a low sound. His lips parted, his hands slid 
around 


Ron’s hips, and for one bright second, Ron thought 
everything 


was going to be all right. Then Drew pushed him away and 
backed 


up, shaking his head. Ron lost his balance, staggered, 
halfway 


recovered, and ended up falling anyway when a huge swell 
rolled 


the deck beneath his feet sideways. He landed with a 
painful thud 


on his bruised hip. 


Well. So much for impulsive romance. He fought back a wild 
urge 


to laugh. 
Drew raked his hair back with both hands. “Shit. I’m sorry.” 
“Forget it.” Pulling both knees up to his chest, Ron wrapped 


his arms around them. He didn’t feel much like laughing 
anymore. 


“I think I’d like to go home now.” 
“Yeah. |...” Drew gazed out over the water like it could tell 


him what he’d meant to say. “Right. Okay. There’s a jug of 
water 


over there by the towel bin if you still want to wash up.” He 


turned and strode into the wheelhouse without looking back. 
His 


hand shook when he opened the door. 


When the ache in his chest eased a bit, Ron went to find the 


water Drew had mentioned. The bin contained a couple of 
clean 


towels, but Ron didn’t want to use anything of Drew’s. Not 
now. 


Instead, he stripped naked, rinsed the worst of the spunk 
out of 


his thong, then used it to scrub his skin clean. 

If Drew happened to have a perfect view of the whole thing, 
he could consider it revenge. 

UUW 

Several hours later, Drew sat on the top step of the stairway 


to the beach behind his house, watching the sun go down 
over 


the ocean while he worked his way steadily through the last 
of his 


whiskey. The way the water reflected the searing red of the 
Sky 


made it look as if the whole world burned in a fire of 
apocalyptic 
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proportions. 
It fit Drew’s mood perfectly. 


He took a swig from the bottle, grimacing as the liquor 


scorched his throat on the way down. The marina wasn’t 
that far 


away, but the drive had seemed to take forever. Dropping 
Ron 


off at the house had been a huge relief. Drew didn’t think 
he’d 


ever be able to look Ron in the eye again. Not that he was 
likely 


to get a chance, judging by the way Ron had sat stiff and 
silent 


in the truck’s passenger seat the whole trip back from the 
marina 


and had not even said so much as “fuck you” when he got 
out at 


his front door. 
Drew figured he had no right to expect anything else. After 


the way he’d treated Ron, he was lucky he hadn’t gotten a 
fist in 


the face. Or a knee in the balls. 
The worst of it was he couldn’t put his finger on why he’d 
freaked out. He hadn’t exactly been celibate since William’s 


death. Once he’d recovered enough to feel the physical 
need for 


sex again, he’d picked up men in Eugene and Portland every 
few 


months for a while. Even hooked up in Las Vegas that once, 


when his folks made him go away for a week to try and get 
his 


fucked-up head together. Nameless men with faces blurred 
by 


alcohol and a determination not to look too hard. Mostly tall, 
well-built blonds, like William. 

Pretty goddamn unhealthy behavior, if you thought about it. 
Which was why he tried not to think about it. 

He’d calmed down some in the last few years. The most 


exciting company he’d had in ages was internet porn and 
his right 


hand. He ought to be thrilled to death at the prospect of no- 


strings sex on demand with a hot young thing like Ron. For 
the 


life of him, he couldn’t see why the idea ought to terrify him 
SO 


damn much. But it did. It d/d, and he hated it. 


“What the fuck?” Drew waved his mostly-empty bottle at 
the 


sunset. The part of the sun’s disk still visible over the 
horizon 


shot wavering orange flames across the faint stripes of pink 
and 


lavender painting the solid blood red of the sky. He watched 
it 
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for a moment, then plowed on when the sinking sun offered 
no 


solution to his problem. “What’s wrong with me? Is it ‘cause 
he’s 


not William?” 
It wasn’t what he meant—the amount of whiskey he’d 


drunk did nothing good for his ability to express himself— 
but 


Drew figured the sky, the sea and the wind wouldn’t know 
the 


difference. 
And how pathetic was it that he was sitting here talking to 


the goddamn wind because he didn’t have any real friends? 
Well, 


except for Joe. But he’d been too much of a burden on Joe 


already. Joe had troubles enough of his own. He didn’t need 
to 


deal with Drew’s on top of it all. 
The hell of it was Drew had thought he’d had a friend in Ron. 


They could’ve been friends with benefits, even. But he’d 
ruined 


everything by shoving Ron away with both hands. Literally. 
Groaning, he pulled his knees up and rested his forehead on 
them. “Fuck. | have to fix this.” 

Yeah. Fix it. He snorted. How in the hell was he supposed 


to fix it, when he didn’t even know why he’d done it in the 
first 


place? 


Drew raised his head, lifted the bottle and took a long 
swallow. 


Maybe if he got drunk enough, the jumbled mess of 
emotions 


and half-formed arguments in his head would magically 
assemble 


itself into some kind of sense. Just because it had never 
worked 


before didn’t mean it wouldn’t work this time. 


“I’m an optimist,” he declared to the thin arc of licking 
flames 


which was all that now remained of the sun. It wavered and 


dropped below the horizon as he watched, leaving behind a 
deep 


red-orange glow like a bed of embers against the purple sky. 
He stared, heart thumping from a combination of alcohol, 


agitation and the beauty that still caught him off guard 
sometimes, 


even after forty-four years of watching the sunsets from this 
coast. Since he couldn’t remember what he’d been thinking 


about, he put the whiskey bottle to his lips and drank until 
he got 


nothing but air. 
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Head spinning, he flopped back onto the cool grass and 
gazed 


up into the gathering dusk. The moon was already out, more 
than 


three quarters full, shining through the trees behind him. He 
had 


to tilt his head back some to see it. In a few days the moon 
would 


be full. It'd be the perfect time for a nighttime cruise just off 
the 


coast. The stars, the swells, the moon reflecting on the 
water, the 


view of the town washed in silver light... Now that was 
romantic. 


The most romantic spot in the whole world, in Drew’s 
Opinion. 


William didn’t think so. He hated the ocean. 
As always, thoughts of William brought a bitter sorrow with 


them. Drew shoved to his feet and staggered toward his 
house, 


the empty bottle still clutched in his hand. He didn’t have 
the 


strength to face William’s memory out here in the cold and 
the 


dark. 


Being inside never helped any, but Drew didn’t want to 
think 


about that. God only knew he had plenty of other shit to 
think 


about. 

Like fixing things with Ron. 

A sudden sense of urgency nudged Drew into a stumbling 
run. He tripped going up the back steps, got the door open, 


lunged across the kitchen without shutting the door and 
Snatched 


the phone from its cradle, letting the empty whiskey bottle 
roll 


off to rest against the coffee pot. Congratulating himself for 


leaving Ron’s business card right next to the phone instead 
of 


sticking it in a drawer somewhere, Drew punched in the 
number 


with great care. The small digits didn’t want to hold still for 
him, 


but he managed in the end. 
Ron picked up after a couple of rings. “Hello.” 


His voice sounded sad and hopeful at the same time. 
Hearing 


it evaporated any potential of soeech from Drew’s brain. He 


stood there, silent and aching inside, and wished he knew 
how to 


express everything he felt. 

On the other end of the line, Ron’s breath stuttered. “Say 
something, Drew.” 

Oh, fuck, he knows it’s me. How does he know it’s me? 
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Sheer panic took over. Drew hung up. 


He leaned his elbows on the counter and put his head in his 


palms. His hands shook and his heart thundered at the base 
of 


his throat. Maybe he doesn’t know. Maybe he was just 
guessing. 


The phone rang. Drew jumped. His pulse raced so fast his 
chest hurt, and he wondered for a second if he was having a 


heart attack. If he was, he reasoned, he probably ought to 
be on 


the phone with someone so they could call an ambulance. 
It was twisted reasoning for picking up when he knew damn 
well who it was, but he did it anyway. 

“Your number’s programmed into my phone, Drew,” Ron 


said before Drew could get a word out. “Did you really think 
| 


wouldn’t know it was you?” 
Ron didn’t sound angry anymore, he just sounded tired. 


Drew shut his eyes. In his mind’s eye, he saw Ron’s white 
Skin 


flushed pink with sun, wine, and orgasm, black curls glued 
to 


his forehead in sweaty clumps. Hell, if Drew concentrated 
hard 


enough he could practically still smell the sunblock, sweat, 
and 


come on Ron’s skin. 
You'll never get him out of your head now. Not ever. 
The thought scared the shit out of Drew. Opening his eyes 


again, he rolled his shoulders, just to feel the bite of the 
bruises 


Ron’s fingers had left behind. Perversely, he felt a pang of 
loss 


that the faint pain would soon fade. 
On the other end of the line, Ron let out an impatient sound. 
“God, Drew. | swear | don’t know what | did to make you not 


even want to talk to me. Especially after...” He sighed. 
“Listen, 


| Know what this is about. | forgot to pay you. That’s it, 
right? 


Yeah. Okay. l'Il come by with a check tomorrow.” 
Drew was Shaking his head before Ron got halfway through 


his speech. “No!” He didn’t know why he was so anxious 
that 


Ron didn’t get the wrong idea. Especially when Ron had, in 
fact, 


forgotten to pay him. But it seemed like the most important 
thing 


in the world to make sure Ron knew that wasn’t why he’d 
called. 


“No, that’s not it. That’s not why | called you.” 
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Silence. Drew counted eleven slightly too-rapid heartbeats 
before Ron spoke again. “Then why’d you call?” 
“Because...” Drew fumbled for the right words. They 
wouldn’t come, and he knew it was because he didn’t really 
understand it all himself. So he opened his mouth and let his 


subconscious take over. “‘Cause I’m a fucking idiot. I’m a 
stupid 


fucked up fucking idiot with a shitload of fucking issues, and 


today was... God, it felt so fucking good with you, but it’s 
been so 


long, and l'm...” damaged, broken, nothing left. “\’'m sorry, 
but | just 


don’t know if | can. | don’t know. I’m sorry.” 
It didn’t make any sense. None of it made any goddamn 


sense, but it was the best Drew could do. 


Whiskey logic fails me again. What a surprise. He clamped 
his 


mouth shut against an attack of completely inappropriate 


laughter. Shit, either he was drunker than he’d thought or 
he’d 


finally lost what little sanity he had left. More likely both. 
“It’s all right.” Ron sounded far more sympathetic than Drew 


had expected. “Look, Drew, I’m not gonna lie. I’m very 
attracted 


to you. Obviously. But like | told you before, | won’t pressure 
you 


into anything. If all we can be is friends, then that’s okay.” 
Even through the alcoholic haze, Drew heard the lie in Ron’s 


words. Ron wouldn’t pressure him. That much was true. The 
part 


about Ron being okay with a “just friends” situation, 
though? 


Not so much. 
Knowing that Ron wanted him that badly, yet /iked him 


enough to lie about it, warmed Drew to his core. In that 
moment, 


he wished with everything in him that he could break 
through his 


own mental walls and be Ron’s lover. Or at least his fuck- 
buddy. 


But the mere thought of it terrified him, more now than it 
ever 


had, and he knew he couldn’t. Not yet. Maybe not ever. 
Overcome with a crushing sense of loneliness, Drew slid to 
the floor and huddled in the corner where the cabinets came 


together, his knees drawn up to his chest and his head 
resting 


against the drawer with the crooked front. “I don’t want to 
just 


be friends. | mean, | do want to be your friend, but | want 
more 
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than that with you. | just... | can’t. | can’t, Ron. | don’t know 
how 


anymore.” 
He didn’t think he’d ever been that honest with anyone. 


Certainly not since William. Too bad he didn’t have 
something 


better to be so fucking honest about. 


Why was it that honesty always seemed to go with 
confessing 


the hard things? The bad things? No one ever went to their 


spouse and said, / have to be honest , I haven’t been 
cheating on you, | 


inherited ten billion dollars and bought us our own tropical 
island to live on, 


it was supposed to be a surprise... 

“It’s okay.” Ron’s voice on the phone startled Drew out of 
his rambling thoughts. He shook his head. Shit, he shouldn’t 
have drunk so much. He couldn’t even keep his mind on the 


conversation. Ron went on, sounding pensive and sad. “So, 
still 


friends, then?” 
Drew nodded. “Yeah. I... Yeah.” 
“Good.” A faint rustling sound floated from the phone’s 


earpiece, like papers being moved around. Drew wondered 
what 


Ron was doing. “Okay. So, l'Il come over tomorrow sometime 
and drop off your check. When’ll you be home?” 
“All day. | don’t have any work.” Drew shut his eyes and 


pictured Ron curled up in a chair, reading, his skin glowing 
in 


the light from a nearby lamp. “You don’t have to. | didn’t 
finish 


the job.” 
“Don’t be stupid. The trip to Blood Lake by itself was worth 


what I’m paying you. And then there was Heceta Head, and 
the 


other places you took me.” Ron let out a low hum that made 
the 


Skin pebble along Drew’s arms. “The coast isn’t going 
anywhere. 


I’ve got plenty of time to see it all. The rest of the trip today 
was 


a photographer’s dream, believe me. And | liked—” 
An awkward silence followed the cut-off sentence. Awkward 


mostly because Drew thought he knew what Ron hadn't 
said. 


The same thing he himself was thinking— / liked spending 
time with 


you. Drew covered his face with his free hand. 


Ron cleared his throat. “Okay. | guess l'Il let you go, then. 
See 
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you tomorrow.” 


“Yeah, see you.” 
Drew clicked the phone off before Ron could say anything 


else. Letting the receiver drop to the floor, Drew curled 
forward 


until his head rested on his knees and wrapped both arms 
around 


the back of his skull. He sat there until his arms and legs 
hurt 


enough to distract him from the unwelcome realization that 
the 


reason he was so scared just might be because if he got too 
close 


to Ron, he could see himself falling for him. And he couldn’t 
let 


that happen. 


ChaPTeR Ten 


The not-a-ghost on the third floor cried for hours that night. 


Once he first heard it, Ron couldn’t stop hearing it, even 
with 


Ocean Sounds turned up as loud as he could stand it. Every 
lull 


in the wave noises from his portable speakers was filled in 
by 


quiet but noticeable sobs from overhead. 
If he’d been at all inclined to sleep in the first place, it might 


not have mattered. But sleep, it seemed, wanted nothing to 
do 


with him. The fiasco on Drew’s boat would’ve been enough 
to 


keep Ron awake half the night anyway. The phone 
conversation 


later assured that he wouldn’t have gotten a wink even 
without 


the disturbing sounds from the tower room. 
Around two a.m. he gave up, got dressed, and headed 


downstairs. Since he couldn’t sleep, he figured he might as 
well 


come up with an action plan for dealing with his two current 
major problems—the whatever-it-was upstairs and Drew. 
Ron shuffled into the kitchen, thinking hard. Solving the 
Mystery of the Crying Man, as he’d already dubbed it in his 


head, could prove to be fun. As a kid, he’d always loved 
playing 


detective. The prospect of recapturing that childhood 
pleasure 


excited him. Surely there were people around town who 
could 


tell him the history of this house—when it was built, who’d 


owned it, what the stories were related to it. He didn’t 
believe 


for a second that the noise upstairs— or the mist, don’t 
forget the 


mist—was really a ghost like the nine-one-one operator said, 
but 


it couldn’t hurt to hear any local legends about the place. 
He’d 


have to make sure to ask Aunt Marjorie when he talked to 
her 


next, though surely she would have told him already if she 
knew 


any interesting stories. 


Instinct warned him not to ask Drew. Not after the way 


he’d reacted the day he’d rescued Ron and his groceries 
from 


the storm. Almost as if being here troubled him to the point 
of 


panic. 
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And that brought Ron neatly to Problem Number Two— 
Drew. 


Ron opened the refrigerator and frowned at the contents. 
The 


Drew problem, he had no clue how to handle. 
He’d been so angry yesterday, after Drew pushed him away. 


Angry, hurt, confused, and determined not to ever talk to 
Drew 


again. Why should he? In a few weeks, he’d be back home 
in 


New York, where the men were plentiful, sophisticated, and 


accommodating. If one wasn’t interested, all he had to do 
was 


move on down the bar a few feet and chances were he'd 
find 


another who'd gladly share his bed for a night, or a week, or 
a 


few months. He sure as hell didn’t need to put himself 
through 


Drew’s stupid games just for a fuck. 
Then came Drew’s call, and the broken, rambling words that 


made no sense on the surface but said far more underneath 
than 


Ron thought Drew realized. That call changed things. 


Whatever trauma lay in Drew’s past, it had shattered him. 
Ron 


thought it was an old hurt, but now that he saw it, he 
figured 


Drew had never found all the pieces of himself afterward. 
The 


loneliness in his voice, rubbed raw by alcohol and regret, 
was all 


it took for Ron to forgive him for the boat incident. 

Now all Ron had to do was get Drew to tell him about his 
past, and work out how to help Drew come to terms with it. 
Grabbing a can of diet store-brand cola, Ron popped the 


top open and snickered at his own grandiose plans. His 
parents 


had always told him he took their “dream big” motto a little 
too 


seriously sometimes. This was probably one of those times. 
He 


kind of doubted Drew was going to confide in him. 
Ron took a long swallow of soda, lowered the can, and 


burped. He wandered out onto the back porch, where the 
only 


sounds were the wind in the trees overhead and the rumble 
of 


the waves far below. Plopping into his favorite chair, he 
tucked his 


bare feet beneath him and stared at the near-full moon 
dipping 


toward the horizon in the west. He wondered if Drew was 
awake 


and watching the same big orange disk, or if he was 
sleeping 
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off everything he’d had to drink last night. Ron hoped he 
was 


sleeping. Something told him Drew had a lot of sleepless 
nights. 


Ron thought about Drew while he sipped his soda and 
watched 


the moon sink into the ocean. So what if Drew wasn’t likely 
to 


tell Ron about his past? It didn’t matter. Ron could still be 
Drew's 


friend. He got the feeling Drew needed friends. Real friends, 
not 


just nodding acquaintances like the people from town. They 
liked 


Drew, sure, but they didn’t Know him. They didn’t even 
know he 


was gay, for God’s sake. 
What must it feel like, to be so alone? Ron couldn't even 


imagine. All his life, he’d been surrounded by friends and 
family 


who loved and accepted him as he was. He wanted more 
than 


anything for Drew to have that too. 


| can show him that. | can be his friend. We can even keep in 
touch after 


| go back home, and he'll know that people don’t have to 
abandon him. 


The thing was, Ron didn’t know if he could be just Drew’s 


friend. He was very afraid he already had Drew too deep 
under 


his skin for that. But Drew didn’t want anything more. Or 


couldn’t handle it, which amounted to the same thing, really. 
So 


where would that leave Ron, if things got out of control? 


He didn’t know, and he didn’t want to think about it. Not 
yet. 


Draining the last of his soda, he crushed the can, pushed to 
his feet, and went back inside. He had plans to make. 
OOOO 

Ron eventually fell asleep on the couch with the Notes app 


open on his phone and a documentary about Scotland 
playing 


on the TV. Hunger pangs woke him around ten-thirty. He 
made 


a tuna fish and potato chip sandwich, grabbed a soda and 
the last 


doughnut, and took his makeshift brunch out to the bluff to 
eat. 


The morning was windy but gorgeous. Occasional clouds 


scudded overhead, creating shifting patterns of light and 
shadow 


on the water. With high tide at its peak, the tremendous 
waves 


sometimes broke hard enough to mist Ron’s bare feet with 
cold 


salt spray. 
90 Ally Blue 
Ron loved it. Loved the wildness of it, the way the boom of 


the surf and the taste of brine on his lips made his blood 
sing. He 


felt alive out here in a way he never did even in the city he 
loved. 


After he’d eaten, he went back inside, changed clothes, 
brushed 


his teeth, combed his hair, wrote out a check, and headed 
down 


the road to Drew’s place, his camera bag slung over his 
shoulder. 


With any luck, Drew’s desire to see him wouldn’t have 
evaporated 


along with last night’s liquor. 

UUW 

The little cottage was dark and silent when Ron got there. 
Nervous, he knocked on the front door. He waited two of the 


longest minutes of his life, shuffling from one foot to the 
other 


and chewing his thumbnail, but Drew never answered. After 
a 


moment’s consideration, Ron knocked harder. If Drew didn’t 


answer this time, either he wasn’t there after all or he 
needed to 


sleep more than he needed a visitor. 
Ron waited five full minutes before giving up. He slipped the 


check under the door and started back toward town. He 
wished 


he had a piece of paper and a pen so he could write a note, 
but 


he didn’t. Maybe he could call Drew later. 


If he did, he hoped the call would be welcome. In spite of 
the 


semi-hopeful way they’d left things last night, he wasn’t 
sure. He 


still got the feeling Drew was skittish about spending time 
with 


him, even just as friends. 


Because he knows you want more than just friendship. It 
scares him. 


It scared Ron too, if he was honest with himself. Clearly not 


in the same way it scared Drew, but yeah. Ron’s pulse 
kicked into 


high gear every time he thought of Drew. 


It wasn’t just lust that did it, either. That was the scariest 
part 


of all. 
He shrank away from thinking about that. If he let himself 


dwell on the things Drew made him feel for any amount of 
time, 


he’d go running back to New York in abject terror. He 
couldn’t 


do that, and the photo piece he hadn’t yet finished was only 
one 
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reason. Not even the biggest one. 
He’d been walking a few minutes, deep in thought, when a 


horn blared behind him. Startled, he whirled around. An 
ancient 


dark green Oldsmobile rolled to a stop beside him. The 
passenger 


side window was halfway down. Ron bent to look inside, and 


grinned when he recognized the night shift deputy who’d 
come 


to his house to investigate the crying noise. They’d run into 


each other in town a couple of times after that, and Ron had 


interviewed him when he took photos of the police station 
for 


the Excursion spread. 

“Hi, Officer Cooper.” Ron rested a hand on the car’s roof. 
“How are you?” 

“Doing fine, just fine.” A wide smile lit up the other man’s 
lined face. “What'd I tell you last time, son?” 

Ron chuckled. “I'll try to remember, Joe.” 

“That’s better.” Joe patted the empty seat next to him. “You 
need a ride to town?” 

“That'd be fantastic, thank you.” Ron opened the door and 


climbed in, grateful for the distraction from his own 
thoughts. 


Besides, this was a gold-plated chance to get some answers 
about 


the crying man. Joe had lived in Sebastian’s Bluff most of his 
life. 


Surely he would know something about the house. “Hey, 
can | 


ask you something?” 
“Sure.” Joe started the car forward while Ron buckled up. 


“You got that look in your eye. You gonna grill me again?” 


Ron laughed. Once he’d discovered how much Joe knew 


about Sebastian’s Bluff, Ron had spent nearly two hours 
asking 


him questions about the history of the town and every 
building 


in it. “I’d be happy to buy you lunch again. Hopefully this 
won't 


be quite the interrogation last time was, though.” 
“I was just pulling your leg. It was nice to talk to someone 


who actually /ikes hearing all my stories for a change. | sure 
don’t 


mind telling more of ‘em.” Joe waved at a blue truck passing 
on 


the other side of the road. “What do you need to know?” 
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Opening his camera bag, Ron pulled out his phone and 


thumbed it on. “I was wondering about my house, actually. 
Well, 


Aunt Marjorie’s house.” 
“Oh, yeah. Really nice old place. Built in nineteen-oh-six by 


John and Maureen Travers. Been a bed and breakfast and 
even 


an orphanage for a little while, back in the thirties.” Joe 
nodded. 


“Your aunt got a real good deal with that place. Lots of 
history 


there.” 
“That’s true. It’s a great house. | didn’t know it had been an 


orphanage.” Ron scrolled to the Notes app, started a new 
note, 


and typed in the information. “You know when you came out 
that night to check out the crying sound? The nine-one-one 

operator told me it was a ghost. | wondered if you knew the 

story behind that.” 


The smile faded from Joe’s face. “Wouldn’t’ve figured you 
for 


someone who believed in ghosts.” 
Ron’s cheeks heated. “I don’t. | just thought it would be 


interesting to publish some of the local stories and legends 
along 


r 


with the pictures I’m taking, and people love ghost stories.’ 
It 


was true. It was even a good idea. Ron made a memo to 
that 


effect below the bit about the house’s history as an 
orphanage. 


Joe glanced over, his expression cautious. “I guess so.” 
“Uh-huh.” Ron glanced out the window at two young men 


hiking along the side of the road. Neither was as hot as 
Drew, 


but both were worth a look. Ron allowed himself a brief 
mental 


picture of the willowy redhead sucking off the bald man with 


the Van Dyke before turning back to Joe. “So, what’s the 
scoop? 


What do people say about my aunt’s house?” 
A tense silence followed. Ron watched Joe’s profile while 


pretending to fiddle with his phone. The way Joe’s brow 
furrowed 


and the corners of his mouth turned downward suggested 
deep 


thought. Something told Ron the mental activity had 
nothing to 


do with trying to remember any ghost story details. 


Which begged the question, what didn’t Joe want to tell 
him? 


“I can’t say as I’ve heard any ghost stories,” Joe answered 


These haunted heighTs 93 


finally. “I mean, sure, people say the place is haunted, but 
that’s 


about all | know. I’ve never heard any particular stories 
about it.” 


He’s lying. Ron knew it. The hunch of Joe’s shoulders, the 


sudden strain in his voice, and especially the way he 
avoided 


looking at Ron, said so loud and clear. What Ron couldn’t 
figure 


out was, why? It didn’t make any sense. 
Keeping his expression casual, Ron nodded. Maybe he could 


get at it in a more roundabout way. “Do you know if anyone 
ever 


died there?” 
To his surprise, Joe’s face blanched. He leaned forward, his 


fingers tightening on the wheel until his knuckles went 
white. For 


a horrible second, Ron thought he was going to black out. 
The moment passed before Ron could say anything. Joe 
straightened up and laughed. “What makes you ask that?” 


Ron studied the older man with narrowed eyes. He seemed 


fine now, if a little tense. “Just thinking that would be 
another 


way to get at the ghost stories, you know?” 
“Oh. Yeah, that makes sense.” Joe shifted in his seat. 


He’s uncomfortable. What does he know, and why won't he 
tell me? 


Turning sideways, Ron tucked one leg beneath him and gave 


Joe his friendliest smile, even though Joe continued to 
pointedly 


not look at him. “So, what’s the scoop, Joe? Has anyone 
ever died 


in that house?” 
Joe’s throat worked as he swallowed. He braked at the four- 


way stop that marked the city limit of Sebastian’s Bluff, 
looked 


both ways, then accelerated through the intersection. “Not 
that 


| know of,” he said as they drove past the first of the houses 
in 


town. “‘Course | don’t know everything about the house. | 
might 


look more ‘n a hundred years old, but I’m not quite.” 


Ron obligingly laughed at Joe’s joke, but inside he wondered 


about this second deliberate deception. Because he knew, 
right 


down to his bones, that Joe was lying again. 


“Maybe one of the kids died there when it was an 
orphanage. 


Maybe that’s where the story came from.” Ron didn’t think 
that 
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was it—no one who'd ever heard the crying on his aunt’s 
third 


floor would think for a second that it was a child—but he 
wanted 


to see how Joe would react to the idea. 
“You know, | bet you’re right.” Joe looked over at Ron, relief 
written all over his face. “There’s probably books about it at 


the library, if you want to find out more. They’ve got a 
pretty 


good sized section on the town’s history. Meredith Ponder’s 
the 


librarian, she can help you out if you need it.” 
“That'd be great.” Spotting the white wooden structure just 


ahead, Ron made a decision. “In fact, would you mind 
letting me 


out up there at the library? | can go ahead and start my 
research 


right now. Maybe Ms. Ponder would even let me take a few 


pictures. | don’t think I’ve hit her up yet.” He patted his 
camera 


bag. 
“Sure thing.” 
Joe stopped the car in front of the library. Ron unbuckled his 


seat belt, opened the car door and climbed out onto the 
sidewalk. 


“Thanks, Joe. For the ride, and the information. | appreciate 
it.” 


“Any time.” Joe leaned over with a smile. He seemed 
perfectly 


at ease again now that Ron was no longer in the car. “See 
you 


later.” 
Ron waved as Joe pulled away. Questioning Joe about the 


“ghost” had produced more questions than answers, but 
Ron 


couldn’t consider it a waste of time. Not when their little talk 


ended up telling him exactly how to find out who people 
thought 


his crying man was, if not the true cause of the 
phenomenon. 


Who could tell, maybe his detective work would lead him in 
a 


roundabout way to learning what the crying man really was. 
Hoisting his camera bag over his shoulder, Ron headed for 


the building’s front door. If Joe wouldn’t tell him who'd died 
in 


that house, maybe Ms. Ponder the librarian would. 


OOO 


When Ron entered the bright, spacious library, the desk 
near 


the door was empty. A moment’s search turned up a middle- 
aged 
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woman in jeans and a deep blue sweater, helping a teenage 
girl 


search the shelves of the reference section. Ron walked 
forward 


until she noticed him, then flashed his most charming smile. 
“Excuse me. Are you Meredith Ponder, the librarian?” 
“That’s me, yes.” She tucked a lock of her sandy brown bob 


behind her ear. “If you’re looking for a particular book, the 


computer’s over there by the desk. Just touch the screen to 
start 


it up. It’s pretty self-explanatory after that.” 
“Oh, I’m not looking for books. My name’s Ron Winters, I’m 
doing a photo story on Sebastian’s Bluff and the surrounding 


area for Excursion Magazine and | have some questions that 
Joe 


Cooper thought you might be able to answer for me.” Ron 
patted 


his camera bag. “Plus | still need pictures of the library. | 
don’t 


have any yet.” 

The young girl beside Ms. Ponder stared at him with wide 
eyes. “Whoa. Hey, can | be in the pictures?” 

The librarian laid a hand on the girl’s shoulder. “Torie, you 
know your mom would have a fit. No.” 

Torie wrinkled her nose. “Dammit.” 

“Watch your language, young lady.” Ms. Ponder gave Ron a 


sheepish smile. “Sorry. Give me a couple of minutes; l'Il be 
right 


with you.” 


“Sure.” 


While the librarian turned back to the scowling teenager, 
Ron 


wandered out to the front desk. A white-haired man stooped 


with age sat at the computer, tapping at the keys in the 
hunt-and- 


peck rhythm of a person who'd never learned to type. He 
lifted 


his head and squinted at Ron from behind thick glasses. 
“Help 


ya?” 
“I’m just waiting to talk to Ms. Ponder. Thanks anyway.” 


Tilting his head, Ron studied the elderly man as he went 
back to 


his computer. He had to be at least eighty. Maybe... Ron 
leaned 


forward enough to read the name tag pinned to the man’s 
Shirt. 


“Actually, Hal, maybe you can answer a question for me.” 
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Hal looked up again. “Do m’ best. What’s it?” 


“I’m staying at the big house on the bluff, about a mile 
north 


of town. I’ve heard it’s haunted, and | wonder if you might 


know anything about that. Anything about the ghost, or 
about 


anybody dying there.” It wasn’t the whole story, but the 
vague 


expression on Hal’s face told Ron he was better off sticking 
with 


the abridged version. 
Hal shrugged. “Don’t know nothin’ ‘bout that. Sorry.” 
“No problem. Just figured | might as well ask.” Unzipping his 


bag, Ron double-checked to make sure his extra roll of film 
was 


still there. He tried not to feel discouraged that Hal didn’t 
know 


anything. After all, he still had a town full of people to 
question. 


He zipped his bag again. “Any suggestions about who | 
might 


talk to? Other than Ms. Ponder, | mean. | do plan to ask her.” 
One hunched shoulder rose and fell. “Just moved here ‘bout 


six months ago. Don’t know that many people, but you 
might try 


Tabby Purcell, up the road a piece. Crazy old bitch, but she’s 
lived 


here forever and she'd talk to a wall if there wasn’t nothin’ 
else.” 


Ron managed not to laugh. “Cool. l'Il be sure to look her up. 
Thanks for the tip.” 

Hal nodded once and went back to his work. Amused, Ron 
shook his head. 

“Mr. Winters?” 

Ron turned. Ms. Ponder was striding toward him, a harried 


smile on her face. He hefted his bag onto his shoulder and 
walked 


forward to meet her. “Is this a good time? | can come back if 
| 


need to.” 

“No no, this is fine.” She gestured toward a sitting area in 
front of a large picture window. “Let’s go sit down.” 

Ron followed her to the two chairs. “I appreciate your taking 
the time to talk with me, Ms. Ponder.” 

“Oh, please call me Meredith.” 

“Meredith, then.” Ron dug one of his business cards from 


the outside pocket of his camera bag and handed it to her. 
“And 
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I’m Ron.” 

“All right, Ron.” She sat in one of the chairs and crossed her 
legs. “What questions can | answer for you?” 

Setting his bag on the floor, Ron lowered himself into the 


other chair. “I’m mostly looking for some particular 
information 


on my aunt’s house. I’m staying there for a few months. It’s 
the 


big Italianate style place out on the bluff north of town, do 
you 


know it?” 

She nodded. “Beautiful old place. It sounds like you need to 
find out something specific.” 

“Yeah.” He reached down to unzip his bag and take out his 
phone. “Joe Cooper told me it used to be an orphanage.” 


“It did, yes. A Japanese immigrant named Ren Amaya 
bought 


the place in nineteen twenty-five and opened the orphanage 
in 


nineteen twenty-seven. She had to close it in nineteen forty- 
two 


when she was put in the Tule Lake internment camp after 
Pearl 


Harbor.” 


“Wow. That’s awful.” Ron typed as fast as he could to get 
the 


information down in the Notes app. He glanced up at 
Meredith. 


“Did she ever reopen? Those camps closed after a few 
years, 


right?” 
“Yes. The Tule Lake camp closed down in nineteen forty-six, 


but Ren went back to Japan afterward. The house was sold 
to 


an older couple at auction. It’s remained a private residence 
ever 


since.” She pinned him with a curious look. “Is that all?” 


Ron blushed in spite of himself. He felt silly asking a 
stranger 


questions about his “haunted” house, but at this point his 
curiosity 


outweighed his embarrassment. “Actually, | was wondering 
if any 


of the kids had ever died there while it was an orphanage.” 


Meredith’s eyebrows went up. “Not that | know of, but 


I’m not familiar with the history of the house in that level of 


detail. Does this have to do with the stories of the house 
being 


haunted?” 
“Well, yeah. | wanted to include the ghost stories along with 
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the pictures I’ve taken of the house. For color, you know.” It 
was 


the truth, even if it wasn’t the whole truth. “But so far | 
haven't 


been able to learn anything at all except that people think 
the 


place is haunted. No one seems to know who the ghost is, or 
what happened to them.” 
“Hm. Well, I'm afraid | can’t shed any light on that mystery 


either. I’ve heard the place was haunted ever since | moved 
here, 


oh, seventeen years ago, but | don’t believe I’ve ever heard 
any 


story that tells how it came to be haunted in the first place.” 
She 


frowned. “That’s odd, now that | think of it.” 


“I think so too.” Ron switched off his phone with a sigh. “Oh 


well. Thanks for talking with me anyway, | appreciate it.” 
“Not a problem.” She leaned forward, brows drawn together 


in a thoughtful expression. “You know, my daughter is co- 
owner 


of a paranormal investigations group in Portland. If you like, 
| 


could give you their number. They’re very good, very 
professional 


and very discreet. They use the scientific method, going in 
with 


a Skeptic’s eye rather than a believer’s. They might be able 
to tell 


you whether or not there’s actually anything paranormal 
going 


on, and if there is, they may even be able to communicate 
with 


the spirit inhabiting your aunt’s house.” 
Ron kept his opinion about spirits to himself and nodded. 
“That would be great, thanks.” 


Having the place investigated by ghost hunters was a 
brilliant 


idea, one that wouldn’t have occurred to him in a million 
years. 


Maybe they could tell him just what the hell was going on in 
his 


house, since he knew damn well it wasn’t a ghost. The 
apparent 


lack of any stories around town to back up this so-called 
haunting 


made him that much less likely to believe in it, but he was 
dying 


to know what exactly lay behind the nightly sobbing sounds 
from 


the third floor. 
“All right.” Meredith pushed to her feet. “Come to the desk 
with me. | believe | have some business cards.” 


Ron stood, picked up his bag, and trailed her back to the 
desk. 


Hal was checking out a pile of books for a man in crisp, dark 
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jeans and a tweed blazer. The stranger cut a curious glance 
at 


Ron and a more appreciative one at Meredith. Hal ignored 
both 


of them. 


Meredith skirted around to the other side of the desk, 


rummaged through a drawer and brought out a business 
card, 


which she handed to Ron. “Here. Official business hours are 
on 


the card, but Channing—my daughter—tells me there’s 
usually 


someone there until at least ten or eleven every night.” 
Ron studied the card. Pearl Paranormal Research Group, 
blocky white letters on a dark blue background, with the 


business’s address, phone number, hours, and website in 
smaller 


letters beneath the name. Uncluttered and simple. Ron 
smiled. It 


reminded him of his own business card. 


“Okay, cool. l'Il give them a call. Thanks.” Ron stuck the 
card 


in his back pocket. “Now, I'd really love to take some photos 
of 


the library, if that’s all right with you.” 
“Of course.” Meredith walked back around to join Ron in 
front of the desk. “Anywhere you’d like to start will be fine.” 


Nodding, Ron unzipped his bag and pulled out his camera. 
At 


least the trip to the library hadn’t been a total bust. The 
photos 


aside, he had a lead to a group that might be able to solve 
the 


crying man mystery for him. With any luck, the only thing 
he’d 


need from Hal’s friend Tabby Purcell would be an interesting 
story to go with his pictures of Aunt Marjorie’s house. 


He wished he could talk Drew into letting him use the 
photos 


he’d taken of Drew’s cottage. The place had such an air of 
mystery about it. Ron found it irresistible. Just like its owner. 


Damp, bare skin, hard thigh between his legs, slick tongue 
against his, 


rough hand in his hair and the smell of come.. . 
A jolt shot through Ron’s gut. Bending his head so he could 


pretend to fiddle with his camera, he shut his eyes and took 
a 


couple of deep breaths. When his heart slowed down and he 
felt 


like he could look people in the eye without them seeing 
straight 


into his thoughts, he opened his eyes again. 


God, he wanted to call Drew. Wanted to hear his voice. 
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Wanted, however selfish it might be, to know Drew couldn't 
stop 


thinking about him either. 

Later. Right now, you have a job to do. 

Ignoring the ache deep in his chest, Ron lifted his camera. 
WU 

Drew rose gradually from a nightmare he thought he’d left 
behind years ago to the harsh buzz of his kitchen phone. 

He considered ignoring it. It was probably Ron and he wasn’t 
sure he felt up to talking to Ron just yet. Especially with the 
inevitable hangover thumping through his head. 

The problem with that plan was, Ron—or whoever it was— 


seemed hell bent on talking to him right now, because the 
phone 


kept on ringing. Drew pulled the pillow off his face and let it 
fall 


to the floor. It was the sofa cushion rather than his regular 
pillow, 


meaning he must’ve passed out on the couch. 


Grimacing, he levered himself to his feet and shuffled into 
the kitchen. He snatched the phone from its cradle. “What?” 
“Drew? Sorry, did | wake you?” 

Joe Cooper. Shit. “Naw, | was just getting up. What can | do 


for you, Joe?” Drew stifled a yawn. God, he was tired. 
Leaning an 


elbow on the counter, he rested his forehead in his hand. 
“Nothing. | just wanted to tell you... Well...” 


Something in Joe’s voice raised gooseflesh along Drew’s 
arms. 


He frowned. “Joe? What?” 

“It’s just, | gave Ron Winters a ride into town earlier, and he 
was asking me a bunch of questions about the house.” 
Drew’s stomach lurched. “What kind of questions?” 

A sigh came over the receiver. “He asked me if I’d heard any 


stories about the ghost. And... and he asked me if 
anybody’d 


ever died there.” 


ChaPTeR eleven 


Bile rose in Drew’s throat. Head spinning, he turned and slid 
to the floor. He couldn’t think of a single thing to say. 
“Drew? Hey, you all right?” 


“Yeah.” No, fuck, no, I’m not all right, nothing’s all right. 
Drew 


cleared his throat. “Wh...What’d you tell him?” 

“I told him nothing, that’s what. It’s not my place to say. 
You know there ain’t any real stories going around anyhow.” 
A moment of silence passed. Drew could hear Joe breathing. 


“Listen, Drew, | hope you don’t take this wrong, but it seems 
like 


you and Ron’ve gotten to be friends lately, and he seems 
like a 


nice fella, and, well...” 


Drew closed his eyes and rested his head against the 
counter 


behind him. He wondered if the aspirin bottle in the 
bathroom 


still had a few tablets left. He seriously hoped so. “Just spit it 
out, 


okay?” 


Joe blew a nervous breath into the phone. “Well, it just 
seems 


to me that it might help if you talk to him, that’s all.” 
Drew let out a harsh laugh. The resulting movement made it 


feel like his skull bones were grinding together. He curled his 
free 


arm around his head and held as still as possible. “I don’t 
think 


that’s a good idea. Ron’s a nice kid...” nice and smart and 
fun to be 


with and fuck he’s so beautiful when he comes... “but he'll 
be heading 


back to New York when he’s done with this job. | don’t think 
| 


want to tell my whole sordid story to some guy who'll be out 
of 


my life in a few weeks.” 
“Hm. Well, | S’pose you know best.” Joe’s true thoughts on 
the matter came through loud and clear, though Drew knew 


damn well he’d sooner chew off his own foot than actually 
Say 


anything out loud. 


Drew smiled in spite of his skull-splitting headache. Ever 
since he’d brought William home twenty-five years ago and 
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shocked his family into a relationship barely this side of civil, 
Joe 


had become something of a substitute father to him. Joe’s 
silent 


Support had carried Drew through the darkest days of his 
life. 


He’d given Drew strength when he had none of his own. 
He’d 


even stood on the bluff with Drew while he tossed ashes 
that 


weren’t William’s into the wind, because William’s body was 
far, 


far away by then and Drew knew William’s family would 
refuse to 


cremate him even though that’s what he’d wanted. 
No one but Joe would’ve done that. Not that Drew trusted 


anyone else enough to let them see him sob on his knees 
over 


a plastic vase full of the burnt remains of William’s books 
and 


clothes. Which was why Joe could get away with that 
particular 


disapproving tone without getting snapped at. Especially on 
a 


hangover day. 
“Probably not. | never do. But I’m going with it anyway.” 
Drew bit back a groan as a wave of nausea hit him. “Oh hell. 


Listen, Joe, | appreciate you letting me know about this. | 
really 


do. And I’m sorry to cut you off, but | need to go find 
something 


to settle my stomach before | puke all over the floor.” 
Joe let out an unsympathetic snort. “Shouldn’t drink so 
much.” 

“Yeah, no shit.” Drew hesitated. “I'll think about it. About 
talking to Ron, | mean.” 

“I know, son.” Affection softened Joe’s voice, smoothing 


away the hint of sternness from before. “You still coming out 
to 


look at our roof tomorrow? | swear | can’t figure why that 
damn 


leak won't stay fixed.” 


“I'll be there. Ten a.m.” 

“Good, good. See you then. You call me if you need me, 
huh?” 

Drew’s throat tightened. “Sure thing. See you.” 

He hung up before he could make any more of an idiot out 
of himself. Joe would understand. 


Setting the phone on the counter above his head, he 
grabbed 
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hold of the chipped granite edges with both hands and 
hauled 


himself to his feet. He stood there, head down and both 
palms 


planted on the counter, until the sickness and dizziness 
faded, 


then shuffled into the bathroom. 
A few swigs of the store brand antacid he kept under the 


sink prevented the return of last night’s whiskey. He 
swallowed 


a couple of aspirin along with it to hopefully kill the 
headache. 


After he peed, brushed his teeth and took a short, cold-as- 
he- 


could-stand-it shower, he almost felt human again. 
Now if only he could keep from panicking every time he 


touched a man whose name he actually knew, maybe he’d 
have a 


shot at a normal human life, with a normal human 
relationship. 


You had that. You blew it. 


Drew had to laugh at himself as he zipped on his rattiest 
pair 


of jeans and wandered barefoot and shirtless toward the 
front 


door to go check the mail. He’d always wished, in a vague 
sort of 


way, that life would give him a second chance at what he’d 
briefly 


had with William. He’d never truly been ready for it, though, 


so he hadn’t chased it with any real gusto. Now? He wanted 
it. 


Longed for it, with every cell in his body, ever since the first 
time 


Ron smiled at him. 
The trouble was he had no clue how to get past two decades 


worth of his own defenses to reach for it. Hell, he didn’t 
even 


know if Ron was the key to the intimacy he sought. All he 
knew 


was that Ron had triggered that need in him, and he craved 
more 


like a starved dog craves meat. 
Lost in thought, Drew didn’t spot the slip of paper wedged 
between the braided rug and the door until he stepped on it. 


Frowning, he bent and picked it up. It was a check, made out 
to 


him and signed “Oberon J. Winters” in an angular, spiky 
Script. 


The amount was more than they’d agreed on. Drew 
wondered 


if Ron had forgotten what he’d said he’d pay, or if he felt 
bad for 


how they’d left things between them. 

The idea that Ron would think a little extra money could 
make everything okay pissed Drew off. 
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“Stop being an asshole. He probably just thinks you’re 
poor.” 


Which was sort of true, and didn’t help matters in the least. 


Drew laughed. It sounded more than a little crazy, so he 


stopped. Raking his wet hair out of his eyes, he took the 
check 


to the cluttered desk in the corner, endorsed the back, and 
stuck 


it in his checkbook. Whatever Ron’s motivation for those 
extra 


dollars, it wouldn’t stop Drew from keeping them. 


In fact, he didn’t think he had the energy to get too worked 
up 


over it regardless. He had other things to think about. Like 
that 


leaky kitchen faucet he’d been trying to ignore for the past 
two 


weeks. Maybe fixing that would keep his brain usefully 
occupied 


for a while. 
It sounded like a plan. Satisfied, Drew trudged outside to 


fetch the stack of bills, credit card offers, and coupon flyers 
from 


the mailbox, then headed to the garage to find his tools. 


HOO 


He’d fixed the leak and was rummaging through the fridge 
for 


something to eat that was likely to stay down when he 
heard the 


knock on the front door. “Coming!” he shouted when 
ignoring 


the first knock failed to prevent a second one. 
Scowling, he kicked the refrigerator door shut and strode 


down the short hallway to the living room. Who the hell 
would 


be visiting in the middle of the day? Joe? Maybe. It was his 
week 


off, and he was probably worried. 

The knock sounded again. “Yeah, yeah, hold your horses.” 
Drew trotted across the room and flung the door open. “Joe, 
what—” 

He stopped, the words drying in his throat when he realized 


who stood on his front stoop. Ron gave him an uncertain 
smile. 


“Uh. Hi, Drew. Sorry, is this a bad time?” 
Bad time. Drew fought back the urge to laugh. As far as he 


could see, there was never a good time to face the 
conflicting 


forces of his desire for Ron and his fear of getting too close. 


Now might be particularly not good, he thought, taking in 
the way 
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Ron’s low-slung black jeans and long-sleeved red T-shirt 
clung 


to his body. 
The memory of Ron’s face flushed with orgasm rose in 
Drew’s mind. He could practically taste the tang of sweat on 


Ron’s lips, could almost hear the soft little noises Ron hadn’t 
even 


seemed aware of making just before he came. 
The need to touch Ron right then was so strong Drew’s hand 
twitched forward without his permission. Summoning every 


ounce of willpower he had, he forced the sense memories to 
the 


back of his mind and stuck his hands in his back pockets. 
“No, 


it’s okay. | was just fixing my sink.” 
“Oh. Good.” Ron pulled his sunglasses off and stuck them 


on top of his head. His gaze slid down Drew’s body and back 
up 


again, and God, he looked hungry. He licked his lips. “I came 
by 


earlier, but no one answered. | guess you weren’t up yet.” 
“No. | slept late.” Drew crossed his arms over his chest. “l 
got the check you left. Um. Thanks.” 

“You're welcome.” The corners of Ron’s mouth tipped 
upward. “The trip was awesome. | can’t wait to develop my 
pictures. They’re going to be amazing.” 

“Good. I’m glad the day wasn’t a total waste for you.” 

Ron stared, his expression painfully serious. “Of course it 


wasn’t a waste. | could never consider time spent with you 
to be 


wasted.” 


What the hell was Drew supposed to say to that? With no 
idea 


how to handle the squirmy sensation in the pit of his 
stomach— 


never mind the determined, hopeful glint in Ron’s eyes— 
Drew 


backed into the house, rubbing his neck with one hand. “Uh. 


You want to come in? | was just about to make some lunch, 
if | 


can find anything worth eating around here. You’re welcome 
to 


join me.” 

A wide smile lit Ron’s face. “I’d love that. Thank you.” 
Unnerved by the way Ron beamed at him, Drew turned and 
made for the kitchen. “Shut the door for me, would you?” 
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After a couple of seconds, the familiar squeal-slam-rattle 


sequence told Drew Ron was inside. “Want me to cook?” 
Ron 


asked as the two of them walked through the swinging door 
into 


the kitchen. 
“Some kind of host I'd be if | let my guest cook for me.” 


Drew rounded the counter, pulled open the fridge and 
peered 


inside. It didn’t look any more inspiring than it had a few 
minutes 


ago. “How do you feel about grilled cheese?” 
“Food of the gods. Let’s do it.” Putting his camera bag on 
the floor, Ron leaned his elbows on the counter and watched 


as Drew dug mustard, mayonnaise, butter, a hunk of red 
rind 


cheese, and half a tomato out of the fridge. “It’s just, | still 
feel 


kind of bad about what happened yesterday.” 
His pulse racing with a sudden rush of adrenaline, Drew 


nudged the refrigerator door shut with his hip and set his 
supplies 


on the counter without looking at Ron. He didn’t want to talk 
about this. Why did Ron insist on ta/king about it? 
At least he didn’t seem to see any need for Drew to do any 


talking just yet. He plowed on, seemingly oblivious to 
Drew's 


discomfort. “I mean, | don’t feel bad for acting on my 
attraction 


to you. Our mutual attraction, | should say, because | know 
you 


want me too. | know that, | mean, you told me, even. And | 


know it could be so, so good. But | just... | get the feeling 
that 


there’s more behind your reaction yesterday than you’re 
telling 


me. After we talked on the phone last night, | mean, | just... 
got 


that feeling. | think | triggered something without meaning 
to, 


and | feel really bad about that.” 
Drew looked up to meet Ron’s solemn gaze. In that moment, 


a powerful and inexplicable urge seized Drew to take Joe’s 
advice 


and tell Ron everything. To unburden himself, finally, after 
all 


these years. Say things he’d never said even to Joe. Surely 
the fact 


that Ron had halfway guessed already was a sign of some 
sort. 


Except Drew didn’t believe in signs. Or people. Or himself. 

“I can’t,” he said, and didn’t know if he was talking to Ron or 
the voice in his head. 
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Reaching across the counter, Ron laid a hand over one of 


Drew’s. “I know. It’s all right. | told you before, I’m your 
friend, 


before anything else. l'Il be your lover, if you want me. And 
l'Il 

listen, when you’re ready. /f you’re ever ready.” He lifted 
Drew’s 


hand, laced his fingers through Drew’s and squeezed hard. 
“In 


the meantime, if all | can do to make up for accidentally 
hurting 


you is help you make grilled cheese sandwiches, then that’s 
what 


I'll do.” 
Drew laughed in spite of himself. “No way am I turning you 


loose on a stove older than you.” He nodded toward the 
pantry 


on the other side of the kitchen. “You get the bread, potato 
chips 


and paper plates out of the pantry over there, and a couple 
of 


sodas out of the fridge. l'Il make the sandwiches.” 

The sweet, playful smile that always made Drew’s chest feel 
hot and tight curved Ron’s lips. “You’re the boss.” 

Letting his hand slip from Drew’s, Ron skirted the counter 
and headed for the pantry. He returned a moment later with 


bread, chips and plates, then fetched two cans of cola from 
the 


refrigerator while Drew sliced cheese and spread mustard 
and 


mayo onto four slices of bread. 


They talked about little things while Drew cooked. It wasn’t 


until after Drew took the sandwiches from the pan that it 


occurred to him he’d been talking to Ron for several minutes 
and 


hadn't felt the least bit uncomfortable. In fact, he hadn’t felt 
this 


peaceful in a long, long time. 
It was a relief to know he could still feel so at ease with Ron 


after what had happened yesterday. On the other hand, now 
that 


he looked at it with a clear eye he recognized what he’d 
begun to 


feel for Ron, and it scared him. 
A hand curled around his elbow. “Hey, Drew? You okay?” 


Drew blinked and focused on Ron’s face. He realized Ron 
had 


said something to him. “Uh, yeah. What’d you say?” 

“I asked if you wanted to go eat outside.” Ron’s brow 
furrowed. “You sure you’re all right? You look pale.” 

“I’m fine.” Drew smiled. “Outside sounds great. Let’s go.” 
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Ron grinned up at him. “You get the sandwiches. l'Il get the 


rest.” 


Drew grabbed both sandwich plates and some napkins. Ron 


tucked the bag of chips beneath one arm, picked up a soda 
can 


in each hand, and headed for the door. 


Since they both had their hands full, Drew ended up 
opening 


the back door with one bare foot. Ron laughed like a little 
kid, 


and Drew’s heart lurched. 

He stifled a groan. Shit, he was in so much trouble. 
OOOO 

The next morning, Mark Tolley called to offer Drew some 


drywall work on a new house Mark’s construction company 
was 


building north of Yachats. The job probably wouldn’t last 
more 


than a day or two—that kind hardly ever did—but Drew took 
it 


anyway. He needed the money. 
His first sight of the house almost made him tell Mark no 


thanks and turn right the fuck around again. It was like the 
owners 


wanted a dark, cramped old Queen Anne style home, only 


three times the size of anything already built and with 
modern 


plumbing. Drew worked three fourteen-hour days in a row to 


finish the relatively little drywall the owners wanted hung so 
he 


could get the hell away from the place. It gave him the 
creeps. 


Ron met him out on the beach as usual the morning after 
he’d 


finished the drywall job. Drew didn’t much like the way 
Ron's 


sunny smile made his insides go all warm and squishy, but 
he 


couldn’t help smiling back at him. “Morning, Oberon.” 
Laughing, Ron reached into the small plastic bag he carried, 


took something out, and threw it at Drew’s head. “Don’t call 
me 


that.” 
“It’s your name.” Drew plucked the whatever-it-was out of 


the inside his T-shirt collar where it had lodged and studied 
it. 


“Peanuts for breakfast? That’s weird, even for you.” Not 
wanting 


to waste a perfectly good peanut, he ate it. 


“It’s trail mix, and it’s healthy. You’re the one who keeps 
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picking on me about eating healthier.” Ron dug something 
that 


looked like a dried cranberry out of the bag and popped it 
into 


his mouth. “Where’ve you been? | haven’t seen you for 
ages.” 


Privately, Drew thought three days was hardly ages, but he 


didn’t say so. He could see Ron’s point. Even as busy as 
he’d been 


at the haunted mansion—as he’d labeled the place in his 
head—it 


did feel like way too long since he’d seen Ron. 
“Had a job up north of Yachats. It’s done now, though.” 
Feeling bold, Drew stepped closer and helped himself to a 


handful of trail mix. It was good, sweet, salty and nutty 
flavors all 


blended together. He made a mental note to pick some up 
next 


time he went to the store. “Hey, you got any plans today?” 


One slim shoulder lifted in a careless half-shrug. “Not really. 


I’ve spent the past couple of days going around town, filling 
in 


some blanks for my story. | figured I’d take a day off today 
and 


just relax.” Ron smiled. “Everyone around here’s been really 
nice 


about answering all my questions and letting me shoot 
photos. 


Well, most everyone, anyhow.” 
Drew wrinkled his nose. Ron didn’t have to elaborate for 


Drew to know what he meant. Sebastian’s Bluff was a 
friendly 


town, for the most part. It didn’t lean liberal by any stretch 
of 


the imagination, but the majority of the folks here stuck to 
the 


rules of live-and-let-live, mind-your-own-business, and 
especially 


mind-your-manners. A few of the more outspoken bigots, 


though, would take particular pleasure in giving an obvious 
big- 


city gay boy like Ron a hard time. 


“Hang out with me today, huh? | could use the company.” 


The words came out with surprising ease. Drew figured that 
was 


because he’d missed Ron like crazy the last few days. Much 
as 


he’d tried to deny it, he’d grown used to having Ron around, 
and 


his absence left an empty space in Drew’s life that 
unbalanced 


everything else. Now that they’d gotten past the 
awkwardness 


of the boat incident—mostly—Drew wanted more than ever 


to hang on to his friendship with Ron. Especially since his 
own 


issues seemed likely to keep him from taking it further, no 
matter 


how much he might want to. 
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Ron gazed up at Drew with transparent hope in his eyes, 
and 


Drew had to fight the urge to reach out and trace his 
fingertips 


along the achingly beautiful line of Ron’s jaw. “I’d like that. 
I’ve 


really missed you.” 


Drew’s chest went tight. He blinked, not sure what to Say. 
“You did?” 
“Mm-hm.” As if sensing Drew’s discomfort, Ron grinned. 


“But mostly, | missed your coffee. You got any more, or did 
you 


already drink it all?” 
Drew laughed, even though he knew Ron was just trying to 
relieve the tension. “You’re a slave to the bean, Oberon.” 


“Like you have any room to talk. And stop calling me 
Oberon.” 


Ron gave him a shove. “Come on. | need caffeine.” 
Chuckling, Drew led the way up the steps to the top of the 
bluff. Joking with Ron felt good. It felt safe. Maybe if he kept 


things between them light enough, he could avoid facing 
the 


distinctly unsafe glow deep in his gut every time Ron smiled 
at 


him. 
Probably not. But a guy could hope. 
UUW 


Ron ended up staying all day and into the evening. He 
helped 


Drew with a couple of minor repair jobs around the house, 
but 


mostly they just walked the beach or sat on top of the bluff 
and 


talked about nothing much. Movies, music, sports, books. 
Drew 


learned that he was even more of a hermit than he’d 
realized. 


He also learned that his smart-ass sense of humor came 
back 


from the dead for Ron and made him laugh in that 
wonderfully 


child-like way Drew already found addictive. By the end of 
the 


afternoon, Drew had decided he would do almost anything 
to 


hear that sound. 
When dinnertime rolled around, Ron coaxed Drew into 


ordering pizza for dinner from a place in town that 
delivered. 


Drew hadn't even realized Sebastian’s Bluff had such a 
place. 


They took the box and a couple of beers out to the bluff and 
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watched the sunset while they ate. It was the most perfect 
dinner 


Drew could remember having since before William’s death. 
After the sun sank below the horizon and they’d polished off 


the last of the pizza, they lay in the cool grass and talked 
while 


the sky faded from red to purple to deep blue-black. The 
songs 


of crickets, the pounding of the surf and the wind in the 
trees 


blended to create a constant, soothing white noise. 


Ron let out a deep sigh when they lapsed into silence for 
few 


minutes. “Wow. | can’t get over how many stars you can see 
out 


here. I’ve been out to look at them practically every night, 
but | 


still can’t quite believe it.” 
“Yeah. It’s something, huh?” Drew rolled onto his side to 


study Ron’s profile. Even in the faint light, he looked 
pensive. 


“What're you thinking about?” 


Ron didn’t answer right away. He tucked an arm behind his 


head, causing his T-shirt to ride up and reveal a strip of pale 
Skin 


above the waistband of his jeans. Drew swallowed. 
“You grew up here, right?” Ron asked finally. 
“Yeah.” Drew curled his hand into the grass to keep from 


spreading his palm over Ron’s belly. “Lived here my whole 
life.” 


Ron turned his head toward Drew. His eyes were shadowed, 


but Drew felt his gaze anyway. “I know you've traveled 
some. 


But you always came back. | was just wondering what kept 
you 


coming back here. Why you never wanted to leave.” 


“I like it here. There’s good people here. It’s my home.” 
Drew 


heard the defensiveness in his voice and hated it, but he 
couldn’t 


help it. Why shouldn’t he stay in Sebastian’s Bluff? It was 
better 


than a big city any day. 
He ignored the tiny voice deep in his head that wondered if 


he still believed that. Or if he ever really had. 


“I know. I’m sorry, that came out wrong.” Ron reached 
across 


the small space between them and closed his fingers around 


Drew’s wrist. “I think that’s awesome. I’m the same way, 
you 


know. | was born and raised in New York City. | grew up in 
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Greenwich Village, and | still live there. No matter how much 


| travel, or how many great places | see, | always go back 
there, 


because it’s my home.” His thumb rubbed Drew’s skin in 
tiny 


circles. “We're the same that way. | like that. It makes me 
feel 


close to you.” 


Something snagged and tightened in Drew’s chest. Unable 
to 


help himself, he scooted closer, lifted his hand until Ron’s 
fingers 


fell away and brushed a dark curl away from Ron’s face. 
With 


the hair out of the way, Ron’s eyes glittered in the low light, 
and 


suddenly Drew wanted more than anything in the world to 
kiss 


him. 

Ron’s breath hitched, as if he knew just what Drew was 
thinking. “Drew.” The word emerged as a hoarse whisper. 
Drew wished he could lean down and kiss Ron like he had a 


right to do it. But he couldn’t. The memory of that day on 
the 


boat, of panic like an iron band around his lungs, stopped 
him. 


He pulled his hand back against his chest. “It’s getting late.” 
It wasn’t, not really. Ron had to know that as well as Drew 


did, but he nodded anyway, his lips curling into a smile that 
didn’t 


even seem all that forced. “Yeah. | guess | ought to be 
going.” 


“Okay.” No, not okay. Don’t go. Drew pushed to his feet and 
held a hand down for Ron. “Come on. Let me take the trash 
inside and put some shoes on, then l'Il walk you home.” 

“All right.” Ron grabbed Drew’s hand and let Drew pull him 


up. He curled his free hand around Drew’s upper arm. “I'd 
Say 


you don’t have to, but I’d really kind of appreciate it if you 
did. 


It’s awfully dark out here.” 
“I have a flashlight. l'Il bring it.” Had Ron’s mouth always 


curved in that particularly tempting way? Or was it a trick of 
the 


starlight? Christ. Giving himself a hard mental shake, Drew 
let 


go of Ron’s hand. “Okay. Uh. l'Il get the pizza box if you'll 
grab 


those beer bottles.” 
Drew picked up the empty pizza box and headed for the 


house. Ron followed with the beer bottles. Inside, they left 
the 


box and bottles on the counter. Drew pulled on the sneakers 
he 
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kept beside the back door, got the big flashlight down from 
the 


top shelf of the pantry, and led Ron back outside. 
They didn’t have to discuss it to know they wanted to walk 


along the bluff instead of the road. Drew could practically 
walk 


the path in his sleep, and the flashlight lit the way for Ron. 
They 


strolled along in silence, listening to the roll and crash of the 
waves below and the rush of the wind through the branches 
overhead. 

As they got closer to their destination, Drew’s heart beat 
faster. He hoped Ron wouldn’t ask him to come inside. He 


wouldn’t be able to face it, and he didn’t know how to say 
SO 


without explaining why. 

He jumped, startled, when he felt Ron’s hand creep into his. 
Ron squeezed his fingers. “Whoa, hey. You okay, Drew?” 
“Yeah. Yeah, just...” Drew glanced down at Ron’s fingers 
linked through his. “You surprised me.” 

“Mm. Sorry.” 

Ron didn’t sound sorry at all. Moving closer, he rubbed his 


cheek on Drew’s shoulder. The shock of sparse stubble 
against 


Drew’s bare skin went straight to his crotch. 


Drew stared at the wedge of white-gold light slipping 
through 


the grass at his feet. If someone had told him when he woke 
up 


this morning that before the night was over he’d be walking 
along 


the bluff path holding Ron’s hand he’d have laughed and 
called 


them crazy. Yet here he was, Ron’s palm warm against his 
and the 


subtle scent of Ron’s cologne blending with the ocean 
breeze in 


tantalizing whiffs that made Drew want to bury his face in 
Ron’s 


neck and just breathe. 
Too soon, Drew spotted the white wooden sides of the old 


house through the trees. He stopped at the edge of the 
clearing, 


close enough for Ron to cross the remaining distance safely 


but far enough away that Drew’s reaction to the place didn’t 
go 


beyond a mild anxiety. “Well. Here we are.” 
“Yeah.” Letting go of Drew’s hand, Ron backed a couple of 


steps toward the house, his gaze fixed on Drew's face. 
“Today 
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was wonderful, Drew. Thank you.” 
Drew shrugged, grateful for the darkness that hid the flush 


in his cheeks. “Hey, | should be thanking you. If you hadn’t 
come 


over, I’d’ve just moped around all day by myself.” 
A smile that made Drew’s breath catch spread across Ron’s 


face. “Well, then, I’m glad | came over. I’d hate to think of 
you 


moping.” 
Drew didn’t plan to drop the flashlight and move close 


enough to Ron to feel his body heat, but somehow it 
happened 


anyway. He stood staring down into Ron’s eyes from inches 
away. 


Ron’s smile faded into a mix of lust and vulnerability that 
showed 


clear as day in spite of the faint light. 
Heart thumping, Drew framed Ron’s face in both palms. 


Ron’s skin felt warm, in spite of the cool night air. The curve 
of 


his mouth was a lure Drew couldn’t resist any longer. Sliding 
one 


hand into Ron’s hair, Drew leaned down and kissed him. 


A soft, needy sound escaped Ron’s throat. His head tilted, 


his mouth opened and his tongue slid against Drew’s. His 
arms 


wound around Drew’s waist, both hands reaching up to curl 
around his shoulders. 
Leaving one hand tangled in Ron’s hair, Drew slipped his 


other arm down to gather Ron’s body as close to his as 
possible. 


The rising hardness in the front of Ron’s jeans dug into 
Drew’s 


thigh, and the feel of it had Drew halfway hard himself in 
the 


space of a breath. 
Through the haze of desire in his brain, Drew realized with 
something like awe that this time, he felt no panic. No fear. 


Maybe that time on the boat was simply too much too soon. 
This 


seemed right. Natural. Good. 


Eventually, Drew knew he’d have to stop or take it to the 
next 


level, and he wasn’t ready for what came next. He broke the 
kiss 


and rested his forehead against Ron’s, one hand stroking 
Ron’s 


hair and the other clinging to the back of his shirt. 
“God, Drew.” Ron’s hands dropped downward, his thumbs 


hooking into the back pockets of Drew’s jeans. “I'd invite 
you to 
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stay with me tonight if | thought you’d do it.” 


“I’m sorry.” Sorry I’m so fucked up | can’t take you to bed 
right now 


like any normal man would, sorry that even if I could, we’d 
have to go 


back to my place because I can’t make myself go into that 
house, but you 


understand and thank God for that. Drew rubbed his cheek 
against 


Ron’s tangled hair, giddy with the fact that he could touch 
Ron 


like this. “I want to.” It wasn’t really a lie. He wanted to stay 
with 


Ron, just not in this house. 
“I know. It’s all right.” Ron wormed his hands between them 


and upward to cup Drew’s face. He angled his head to brush 
a 


brief kiss across Drew’s mouth. “When you're ready, okay? 
When 


you're ready.” 


Drew nodded, his throat tight with all the things he wanted 
to 


say and couldn’t. He forced himself to let go of Ron and 
back up. 


“Okay. l'Il, um. lII call you. Tomorrow. Is, is that...” The 
words 


dried up in his mouth. His cheeks flamed with 
embarrassment. 


He was an adult, for fuck’s sake. Not only on the far side of 
forty, 


but nearly halfway to fifty. Why in the hell did he always turn 
into 


a bumbling idiot around the first person in twenty years 
whose 


good opinion he craved? 


Luckily, Ron either didn’t notice or didn’t care. His face lit 
up. 


“It’s okay, yeah. l'Il be home all day. Call me any time.” 
“Yeah. All right.” Drew bent to retrieve his flashlight. He 


pointed the wide beam across the lawn to light Ron’s way to 
the 


back door. “l'Il wait here until you’re safe inside.” 

If Ron thought it was strange for Drew to stand at the edge 
of the woods instead of walking him to the door, he kept it 
to himself. He nodded. “Okay. Thanks.” He reached out and 


brushed his fingers over Drew’s wrist. “I'll see you 
tomorrow, 


Drew. Good night.” 
“Night.” 
Drew watched Ron cross the stretch of short grass between 


the trees and the old house’s back steps. He wished he 
could 


follow Ron inside, strip him out of his clothes and run both 
hands all over his bare body. 

116 Ally Blue 

Soon. | hope. 

On the other side of the yard, Ron ran up the steps and 


vanished into the shadows of the porch. A few seconds later, 
the 


porch light came on. Ron leaned out the back door and 
waved. 


Drew waved back, grinning. 


Once Ron went back inside, Drew turned to start the walk 
home. He switched off the light and felt his way through the 


darkness. The occasional pale glimmer of starlight through 
the 


branches was more than enough to guide him, as often as 
he’d 


walked this path. Plus it fit the way he felt right now. 
Strange. 


Surreal. Like he’d just experienced something that would 
change 


his life forever. 
Maybe he had. 


That could only be a good thing. 


ChaPTeR Twelve 


That night, Ron had trouble getting to sleep. Every time he 


closed his eyes, he felt Drew’s mouth on his again. 
Sometimes, 


he even swore he could smell the clean ocean scent that 
always 


clung to Drew’s skin. 
Fatigue eventually won out and he slept. Toward morning, 
he dreamed that he and Drew lay naked on the bluff in the 


pre-dawn fog, wrapped in each other’s arms, kissing deep 
while 


Drew’s hands urged Ron’s thighs apart. 
Just as dream-Drew penetrated him, Ron woke with the 


sheets in a sweat-damp tangle around him and his balls so 
tight 


they ached. Screwing his eyes shut, he spread his legs, 
shoved 


two Saliva-slicked fingers in his ass, and continued the 
dream in 


his mind while he jerked himself off. It didn’t take but a 
couple 


of minutes, at most. It was no substitute for having Drew 
inside 


him for real, but he’d have to make do until Drew was ready 
for 


more than kisses in the dark. 


At least there was hope he would be ready at some point 
before 


Ron had to go back to New York, if last night was any 
indication. 


Ron didn’t want to think about leaving. It unsettled him. 


Especially since the flutter in his stomach every time Drew 
was 


around had gone from pleasant to uncomfortably intense 
lately. 


He didn’t want to think about what that might mean. 
The sound of his phone ringing provided a welcome 


distraction from uneasy thoughts. Kicking free of the 
wadded- 


up covers, Ron rolled to the other side of the bed and 
snatched 


his phone off the table. Drew’s name lit up the display. 
Warmth swelled in Ron’s chest. Grinning, he thumbed on the 


phone and held it to his ear. “Good morning, handsome.” 


Drew laughed, and Jesus, Ron could hear him blushing. The 


swarm of mutant butterflies that seemed to live in Ron’s 
belly 


these days woke up and started their morning aerobics 
routine. 
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“Hi. | hope | didn’t wake you.” 

“Naw. | was already up.” Ron dabbed a finger in the semen 
congealing on his abdomen. “So, what’re you doing today? 
Wanna hang out?” 

“I'd love to. But I kind of forgot I’d told Joe Cooper I’d come 


take a look at his roof this morning. The damn thing’s got a 
leak 


that keeps popping up and won't stay fixed, so it might take 
a 


while.” 

“Oh.” Shit, shit, shit. “Well, a promise is a promise. Tell Joe | 
said hi. He’s a nice man.” 

“I will.” In the background, Ron heard the sound of a cabinet 


Slamming. “Hey, | have an idea. Let me take you to the 
Mission 


Point Inn for dinner tonight.” 


The name sounded familiar, but Ron couldn’t place it. “It’s a 


date. Now tell me what sort of place this is and whether | 
should 


bring my tourist camera or my professional one.” 
“You're a workaholic.” Drew sounded more amused than 
serious. 


“I’ve been accused, yep.” Ron scratched his groin where 
some 


of his spunk had trickled down and begun to dry. “Wait, 
that’s 


that place north of Yachats that used to be a monastery, 
right?” 


“That’s the one. It’s been an inn and restaurant for over 
sixty 


years now. Best sautéed scallops on the planet. It’s on a spit 
of 


land sticking out into the water, and they have their own 
dock, so 


| thought we could take Emma over there instead of driving. 
We 


could leave early and you could get some of those pictures 
you 


never got a chance to get last week, if you want.” 


Regret, a trace of sadness, and a whole lot of nervousness 


came through quite clearly over the phone. Ron had to fight 
the 


illogical urge to jump up, run down the path along the bluff 
in 


nothing but his bare skin and wrap his body around Drew’s. 
He 


sat up and curled his legs beneath him. “That sounds 
wonderful.” 


Romantic. “What time should | be ready? You want me to 
meet 


you at your place?” 
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“No, l'Il come pick you up around four, if that works for 


you.” The faint tightness in Drew’s voice gave away his 
anxiety 


about coming to this house, but he went on before Ron 
could say 


anything. “Wear something nice. Not like coat-and-tie nice, 
just 


no shorts or torn jeans or anything like that, you know?” 


“Okay. Four’s fine.” Ron chewed his bottom lip. He wanted 
to 


know what it was about this house that bothered Drew so 
much, 


but he had a feeling that if he asked outright Drew would 
clam 


up. Still, since he didn’t know any other way to do it... 
“Drew, 


why are you—?” 

“Oh shit. Look, I’m sorry, but | need to go. | promised Joe I’d 
be at his place by ten.” 

Ron glanced at the clock beside the bed. It read nine forty- 
five. “Of course. l'Il see you this afternoon, then.” 

“Yeah, see you. Bye.” 

“Bye.” 

The connection broke. Ron clicked off the phone and sat 


frowning at the wall. Was it his imagination, or did Drew 
sound 


relieved to hang up? 


It’s because he knew what you were about to ask him, and 
he didn’t 


want you to. 
Ron shook his head. He wished he knew how to ask Drew 


about the house without scaring him off. He’d always 
thought 


he was pretty good at relationships, until now. Until Drew, 
with 


his sadness and his secrets and the intangible something 
about 


him that made Ron want to wave the magic wand he didn’t 
have 


and fix whatever it was wrong with Drew’s world. But Ron 
had 


no idea how to talk to Drew about the hard things, never 
mind 


how to fix what was broken, or if he could call what they had 
a 


relationship in the first place. 
It was enough to make any sane guy run for the hills. 


No, just guys like you who aren’t used to working this hard 
to get a man. 


Sad, but true. 
Shaking his head, Ron slid out of bed, set his phone on the 
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dresser, and padded into the bathroom. Who cared if he had 
to 


put a little extra effort into being with Drew? He was worth 
it. 


Ron thought about Drew while the hot water made its slow 


way up from the basement to the second floor shower. He 


thought about the first time he’d seen Drew, standing 
barefoot 


on the bluff, thought about the lost look behind Drew’s panic 
on 


the boat, the way the corners of Drew’s eyes crinkled when 
he 


dropped his guard and smiled for real. 


And wow, the way Drew kissed Ron last night, as if it was 
the 


most important thing he’d ever do in his life. 

Ron smiled as he climbed into the shower. Yeah. Drew was 
worth every single minute. 

OUOU 

Drew managed to put off his panic attack until he’d called 


the restaurant and made a reservation for two for six-thirty 
that 


night. As soon as he hung up the phone, he plopped into a 
chair 


at his kitchen table and buried his face in his hands. “Oh my 
God, what the fuck, Drew? Why’d you ask him out?” 


Not just to any old joint with a decent seafood platter, 
either, 


but to the nicest restaurant he knew. A place where the 
waiters 


wore bow-ties and most of the lighting came from little 
candles 


on the tables. Hell, paying for the damn meal would 
probably 


take every dime Joe planned to give him today. If they 
ordered a 


good bottle of wine it might even dig into what he’d 
Ssquirreled 


away from the haunted mansion job. 


Ron’s been way more patient with you than anybody else 
would’ve been. 


The least you can do Is give him Is a nice dinner and the 
rest of the photo- 


cruise you still owe him. He deserves that much. 


Drew ignored the seductive voice in his head whispering 
that 


maybe, after twenty years of self-imposed isolation, he 
himself 


might deserve to go out with a man he liked just because he 


wanted to, not because he owed him anything. Maybe he 
did 


deserve this particular happiness in his life, but he wasn’t 
about to 


look at that thought too directly. No sense in borrowing 
trouble. 
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Irritated with himself, Drew pushed to his feet, crossed to 
the 


counter and set the phone in the cradle. He didn’t have time 
to 


sit here fluttering his goddamn hands over something that 
was 


already a done deal, even if he felt inclined to change it. 
Which 


he didn’t, not really. 


He laughed as he grabbed his keys off the counter and 
headed 


out the door. He’d done the unimaginable. He’d asked Ron 
out 


on an honest-to-fuck date, and he was by God going to 
enjoy it 


if it killed him. 
OOO 


It didn’t take nearly as long to fix Joe’s roof as Drew thought 
it 


would. Joe, bless him, had already gone out and bought 
supplies, 


including new boards, nails, and two whole bundles of 
shingles. 


It was way more than the job required, but that was okay. 
Better 


too much than not enough. 


After he finished, Ella steered him into the bright little 
kitchen 


with the M&M collectibles everywhere and force-fed him two 


fried egg sandwiches on buttered toast and a big glass of 
orange 


juice, the extra-pulpy kind Parker’s had on sale every 
Wednesday. 


Drew wolfed down every bite of food and licked the orange 
pulp 


from the inner rim of his glass. Ella didn’t talk much, but 
she’d 


have a sharp word or three if he didn’t finish his lunch. 
Besides, 


roofing was hard, hungry work and she fried a mean egg. 
“Thanks, Ella.” He stood and took his plate and glass to the 
sink. “That was delicious, as usual. Much appreciated.” 

“No trouble. You know you’re welcome at our table any 


time.” Ella patted his shoulder, brown eyes crinkling at the 
edges 


with her smile. “Go on now, | know you got other places to 
be.” 


Yeah. Like getting ready for his date with Ron. Drew’s 
stomach turned a leisurely somersault. 

“Okay. Bye.” He gave her a nod and a smile on the way out 
the back door. 

She waved at him over her shoulder as she started running 
water into the sink. “Bye, hon. Take care.” 
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Outside, Drew walked over to where Joe was stacking the 


leftover shingles in the open garage. “Okay, Joe, | guess I’m 
off. 


You let me know if that roof starts leaking again.” Drew 
tilted 


his head back to frown at the ceiling. “It better not, though. 
If 


replacing that whole section doesn’t work, then | don’t know 
what would.” 

Joe laughed. “It'll be fine, don’t worry.” He fixed Drew with a 
thoughtful stare. “You look nervous. Is something wrong?” 


“No, not exactly. | just...” Drew laid a hand over his back 


pocket, tracing his fingertips over the outline of the folded 
bills 


Joe had given him before lunch. “I asked Ron out. We’re 
going to 


Mission Point tonight for dinner.” 

Joe’s eyebrows rose. “Nice place for a date. He'll like it, | 
reckon.” 

“Yeah.” Drew hunched his shoulders and looked away. He’d 
never felt so awkward around Joe before. “Okay, well, I, uh. | 


guess | better go. See you later.” He spun on his heel and 
strode 


toward his truck, thanking every deity imaginable that he’d 
stowed his tools before going inside to eat. 

“See you. Hey, Drew?” 

Reluctantly, Drew turned to face Joe, who was watching him 
with an unreadable expression. “Yeah?” 

Joe’s brows pulled together for a moment, then his face 


smoothed out and he smiled. “Have fun tonight, okay? 
You're 


still young, you know. You need to have more fun.” 


A strange, tight warmth took hold of Drew’s insides and 


squeezed. His real father hadn’t spoken to him like that—as 
if 


he cared about Drew’s happiness—in twenty-five years. But 
then 


again, the definition of a father had forever changed for 
Drew 


when William died. When Joe was there and the man Drew 
used 


to call “Dad” never even phoned. 


Sometimes, Drew was viciously glad of the accident that 
had 


left Paul LaSalle, former father, unable to speak. 


Drew couldn’t force a single word past the lump in his 
throat, 
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but he managed a nod and a smile. Joe waved at him as he 
climbed 


into his truck and drove away. Drew thought he looked 
proud. 


OOO 


On the way home, Drew drove to the big chain drug store 
just 


outside Yachats and bought a box of condoms. Okay, so it 
wasn't 


exactly on the way. It was more exactly several miles out of 
the 


way. But he couldn’t face buying them in Parker’s, where he 
knew 


every single face behind the counters and in the aisles. 


Not that he’d need them anyway, most likely. He couldn’t 
see 


himself working up the nerve to invite Ron inside for 
anything 


more than a drink after dinner. Maybe another kiss, now that 


they’d broken the ice. No way would he be able to get past 
the 


twenty-years-thick wall he’d built around himself and take 
Ron 


to bed. Not yet. 
The box in his nightstand drawer and the single little square 


in his jacket pocket, however, gave him hope. He could use 
some 


hope in his life. 


ChaPTeR ThiRTeen 


At five minutes until four, Ron locked the house and walked 


down the driveway toward the road, his camera bag 
Swinging on 


his shoulder. Drew would die rather than admit it, but he 
didn’t 


like this house, God only knew why. Maybe Ron would 
eventually 


get the story out of him, and maybe he wouldn’t, but he saw 
no 


reason to make Drew drive within spitting distance of a 
place he 


clearly couldn’t bear to be near. 
Ron was waiting at the end of the drive when Drew’s truck 


pulled up. “Why’d you walk all the way down here?” Drew 
leveled 


a fierce frown at him as he opened the door and hopped into 
the 


passenger seat. “I told you I’d pick you up.” 


“You are picking me up, right now.” Grinning, Ron set his 
bag 


on the floorboard and buckled his seatbelt. “It’s a nice 
afternoon. 


| felt like walking. Besides, it can’t possibly be more than a 
quarter 


mile. Not even that much, | bet.” He pulled off his 
sunglasses 


and stuck them on top of his head. “You look incredibly hot. 
Wow.” 
A pink flush crept into Drew’s cheeks. Smiling, he brushed a 


hand over his long-sleeved dark red button-down shirt and 
fitted 


black slacks. “Thanks. So do you.” He cast an appreciative 
gaze 


up and down Ron’s body. “I like it when you wear those tight 
sweaters with the shirts underneath them.” 
Ron fingered the collar of his ice-blue shirt where it lay 


against his admittedly snug black sweater. “l'Il have to wear 
them 


more often, then.” 
Drew nodded. “Yep. I’d say you could wear tight jeans more 


often too, only you already wear those all the time.” He shot 
Ron 


a swift grin before pulling back into the road. “That’s a good 


thing, by the way. In case you wondered.” 


Ron laughed. “Well, good.” Leaning over, he laid a hand on 


Drew’s thigh. “I’ve been looking forward to this all day, 
Drew. | 


couldn’t wait to be with you again.” 
126 Ally Blue 
The color in Drew’s face, which had begun to fade, returned 


with a vengeance. He cast a sidelong glance at Ron, hazel 
eyes 


bright with fear and longing in more or less equal parts. “Me 
too.” 
The way Drew looked at him made Ron’s heart hammer with 


more than simple lust. Mouth dry, he squeezed Drew's leg. 
He let 


his hand rest there all the way to the marina. 

UUW 

Ron shot nearly three rolls of film during the two-plus hour 
trip to Mission Point. He would’ve gotten more—the parts of 


the coastline they cruised past were almost as stunning as 
the 


spots where they stopped—but he found he’d rather join 
Drew 


in the wheelhouse than hang out on the deck with his 
camera 


while Emma was on the move. The glassed-in room still 
offered 


a fantastic view, and he got to stand close to Drew’s side 
and 


listen to his tales of how this odd-shaped rock got its name, 
or 


how lightning struck a pine tree on that bluff last summer 
and 


it exploded, bringing people out of their houses at one in the 
morning for miles around wondering what had happened. 


“I can’t believe how gorgeous this coast is,” Ron said as he 
and 


Drew strolled up the winding path from the inn’s private 
dock 


to the rambling cedar-and-stone building on the bluff. “It 
was a 


great idea to take the boat here. | got some amazing 
photos.” He 


bumped Drew’s arm with his. “Thanks for that.” 
“No problem. | owed you.” 
Surprised, Ron stared at the side of Drew’s head. “You didn’t 


owe me anything.” 


“I did, though. | owed you the rest of that picture-taking 


trip you paid for.” Drew stopped Ron’s protest with an 
upraised 


hand. His mouth curved into a smile Ron would've kissed if 
they 


hadn’t been climbing the path along with a dozen other 
people. 


“Don’t worry, that’s not why I asked you out.” 

“Good.” Ron grinned, and Drew laughed, though something 
in his face suggested that at least part of him wished his 
motivations were as simple as paying down a debt. 
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Ron didn’t mind. He’d always known Drew was a 
complicated 


man. At least Drew was no longer denying what he felt. 
When they reached the wide cedar plank deck at the top of 


the path, Ron turned to gaze out over the water. “Oh, man. 
What 


a beautiful view.” 
“I know.” Drew leaned a hip against the railing and darted a 


knowing look at Ron. “Go ahead and take pictures. | know 
you 


want to. | can see you thinking it.” 
Ron shook his head. “No more pictures. I’m off duty now.” 


He moved closer to Drew, close enough to catch the 
mingled 


scents of soap, aftershave and a hint of nervous sweat. 
Tilting 


his head up, he stared into Drew’s eyes. “I’m here with you, 
not 


my camera.” 
Drew swallowed. “You brought it up here.” 


“Only because | didn’t want to leave it in the boat. I’m kind 
of 


paranoid like that.” Heart pounding, Ron laid a hand on 
Drew’s 


waist. “Maybe we’d better go get our table before | cause a 
scene 


out here.” 

“A scene?” Drew leaned closer. He licked his lips. “What kind 
of scene?” 

“The kind where I stick my tongue down your throat and 
totally scandalize all these nice people walking by.” 


Drew laughed, but he also glanced around him and took a 


step back. “Well, we wouldn’t want to scandalize people. We 


don’t want to be late, either, so | guess we really ought to 
go on 


in now.” 
Ron followed Drew around the side of the building to the 


front entry, a door of heavy logs set in a deep cedar porch. 
He 


wanted slip his arm around Drew’s waist, or at least hold his 


hand, but Drew obviously wasn’t comfortable with such 
things 


in public. 
Of course, judging by some of the disapproving looks they 


were getting from the other patrons, he probably had a 
point. 


Ron frowned at a man who was scowling at him and Drew as 
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if they’d been dry humping right there on the porch instead 
of 


simply walking close together. The man looked away, his 
face red. 


Inside, a smiling maitre d’ led them from the cozy, cedar- 


scented waiting area into a spacious dining room walled in 
dark 


wood and dimly lit by candles in wall sconces and on the 
tables. 


Their table sat next to one of the huge picture windows 
lining 


the western wall, giving them a stunning view of the sunset 
over 


the Pacific. Drew ordered them a bottle of chardonnay from 
the 


waitress who showed up as soon as they were seated and 
they 


settled down to read the menus. 
“Wow.” Ron turned from the red-orange glaze of light over 
the water to smile at Drew. “This place is amazing.” 


“It is, isn’t it?” Reaching across the table, Drew touched 
Ron’s 


hand. “You probably go to fancier places all the time in New 
York.” 
Ron laughed. “Not really. | don’t go out much. Terrence and | 


used to hit the clubs now and then, but honestly I’ve never 
seen 


the point in going somewhere really nice like this place 
unless you 


have someone special to go with, you know?” 


The way Drew’s smile widened said he’d gotten Ron’s point. 


He picked up his menu and studied it. “Terrence. Old 
boyfriend?” 


“Yeah. He and | came here together, actually. He broke up 


with me right after we got here.” Ron read bent to read his 
own 


menu. “So, what’s good?” 
“| haven’t been here often enough to be an authority, but | 


can tell you the scallops are great. And the blackened 
salmon’s 


out of this world.” 

“Oh, man, | might have to get that. | can’t resist a good 
blackened salmon.” 

“You should get this one, then. You'll love it.” Drew leaned 
forward, his expression an odd mix of determination and 
curiosity. “I know it’s none of my business, and | won’t take 


offense if you don’t want to answer, but why the hell aren’t 
you 


mad at that Terrence guy for breaking up with you when you 


were supposed to be on a trip together? It doesn’t seem to 
bother 
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you any.” 
“It doesn’t, not really.” Ron shrugged. “I don’t know. | guess 
it hurt a little bit, but it wasn’t that big a deal. | like him, we 


had fun together, but we were never in love or anything.” 
Ron 


tilted his head sideways. “Matter of fact, I’m not sure I’ve 
ever 


even been in love. | thought | was, once, in college, but 
looking 


back I’m not so sure. | think it was just infatuation, really. 
Just 


sex and hero worship all mixed up together. If that makes 
any 


sense.” Resting his forearms on the table, he tried to catch 
Drew’s 


wandering gaze. “What about you? Have you ever been in 
love?” 


Drew’s shoulders hunched. His entire posture radiated 


discomfort. Ron could’ve kicked himself. He hadn’t known 
Drew 


that long, but it didn’t take long to realize how closely Drew 
guarded the secrets of his past. 


Before Ron could apologize, the wine steward brought their 


bottle of chardonnay to the table. He’d no sooner opened it 


and poured each of them a glass than the waitress came 
back to 


take their dinner order. By the time she left, several minutes 
had 


passed and Ron figured it would be best to let the subject of 
love 


drop. 
The thing was Drew’s tension remained. They sipped wine, 


ate the excellent homemade bread the waitress brought, 
and 


talked while they waited for their food to arrive. They kept 
the 


conversation light by unspoken agreement. Drew told Ron 
all 


about the history of the inn and he told Drew about the first 


time he went on assignment in South Korea, got hopelessly 
lost 


in downtown Seoul one night, and ended up with an 
unexpected 


but amazing photo journal of the city’s club scene. They 
never 


touched on anything too personal. Still, Drew’s shoulders 


never relaxed, and Ron could tell his head wasn’t fully in the 


conversation. 
Drew lapsed into silence after the waitress brought their 
meals. Ron managed a few bites before deciding he couldn’t 


take it anymore. Setting his fork down, he touched Drew’s 
wrist. 


Drew froze with a scallop halfway to his mouth. He put his 
fork 


back on his plate. “What?” 
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Ron studied the way Drew’s apprehensive gaze wouldn't 
quite 


meet his and wished to God he knew how to make things 
right 


between them, but he didn’t. All he could do was tell Drew 
the 


truth as he knew it and hope it was enough. 
“I’m sorry,” Ron said, watching Drew’s face. “I should be 
more careful with what I say. | know that. My mom says my 


brain-to-mouth filter doesn’t always work.” He moved his 
hand 


downward, curled his fingers around Drew’s. “I'll do better 
from 


now on, | promise. Please don’t let my thoughtlessness 
mess this 


up between us, Okay? 


Drew looked down at Ron’s hand on his. For a terrible 
second, 


Ron thought he was going to pull away. But he didn’t. 
Instead, 


he twisted so that his palm pressed to Ron’s and their 
fingers 


wove together. He lifted his face, and his expression was 
raw with 


something Ron couldn’t put his finger on, but it made his 
throat 


ache. He tightened his fingers around Drew’s. 
“You didn’t do anything wrong. I’m just screwed up.” A wry 


smile curved Drew’s mouth. “In case you hadn’t already 
figured 


that out.” 
Part of Ron wanted to argue, but he knew Drew wouldn’t 


appreciate even the most well-meant lies. “I figure you have 
your 


reasons.” He didn’t mention how badly he wanted to know 
those 


reasons. Whatever Drew’s story was, it was Drew’s to tell 
when 


and if he wanted. 
“You, you're just...” Shaking his head, Drew lifted their 


joined hands and kissed Ron’s knuckles. His eyes shone in 
the 


combination of candlelight and fading purple sunset. 


Ron’s heart lurched. He leaned across the table, angling for 
a 


real kiss, before he caught himself. He bit his lip. “Oops. 
Damn. 


You make me forget where | am.” 


“Same here.” Drew smiled again, and this time it was 
wicked. 


“I think I like that.” 
Ron grinned. “Me too.” 


Drew lowered their intertwined hands to the table again. 
“We 


ought to eat before the food gets cold. It’s too good to 
waste.” 
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He picked up his fork, the scallop still impaled on the tines, 
and 


held it out to Ron. “Here. Taste.” 
Holding Drew’s gaze, Ron stretched forward, opened his 


mouth and lapped up the sauce dripping from the large 
scallop, 


then slid his lips around it. The flavor burst over his tongue, 


garlic and butter underlaid with the mild, slightly sweet 
taste of 


the scallop. With a hum of pleasure, he pulled it off the fork 
with 


his teeth, chewed and swallowed. Drew watched with a 
hunger 


that had nothing to do with food. 
“Wow, you weren’t just kidding.” Ron licked a stray drop of 


butter from the corner of his mouth, just to watch Drew’s 
cheeks 


go pink. “That’s out of this world.” 
Drew nodded, his eyes glazed. “Told you.” 
“Mm-hm.” Unwilling to let go of Drew’s hand, Ron picked 


up his fork left-handed, cut a bite of salmon, speared it and 
lifted 


it to Drew's lips. “Here. Try mine.” He knew Drew had eaten 
the 


salmon here before, but it didn’t matter. This wasn’t about 
dinner 


and they both knew it. 
Drew let the bit of fish rub against his parted lips for a 


moment before closing his mouth over it and taking it off 
the 


fork. He kept his gaze locked with Ron’s while he chewed. 
Ron shifted in his seat. He wondered if the fire in Drew’s 


eyes meant he wanted to take things further than kisses 
tonight. 


Probably not, all things considered, but Ron couldn’t help 
hoping. 


“Excuse me, sirs?” 
Startled, Ron tilted his head to look up at the tall, thin white 


haired man who'd walked up to their table. He hadn’t even 
heard 


him approach. 
Drew fixed the man with a stiff smile. “Yes?” 


“My name is Bert Sims. I’m the manager. I’m sorry to 
interrupt 


your meal, but, well...” Bert clasped his hands behind his 
back 


and cleared his throat. “You see, we’ve had... complaints. 
From 


some of the other diners.” 


Ron knew exactly where this was going. So did Drew, 
judging 
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by the way his face darkened like a thundercloud. “Meaning 
what, 


exactly?” Drew’s voice emerged low and threatening 
through 


gritted teeth. His fingers clamped harder around Ron’s. Ron 


squeezed Drew’s hand in a gesture of solidarity and got a 
swift, 


grateful glance in return. 


Bert’s cheeks flushed. “Some of our patrons are 
uncomfortable 


with... well, public affection. If you wouldn’t mind toning it 
down just a little, we’d be very grateful.” 


Drew’s expression went flat and hard. A muscle jumped in 
his 

jaw. He said nothing, but Ron knew exactly what he wanted 
to say, 


because he wanted to say it too. Wanted to stand up and 
scream 


in Bert’s face how unfair it was to force them into invisibility 


just because it made “some of our patrons” uncomfortable 
to 


know gay men existed, that they touched each other and 
flirted 


at dinner and made love—eventually—just like everyone 
else. 


But he wouldn’t do it. He’d swallow his anger and let Drew 
take 


the lead, even if that meant apologizing and becoming 
invisible, 


because this was Drew’s territory. It was easy for Ron to 
raise hell 


then go back to New York, but Drew had to live here. 
“Yes,” Drew said, his voice very soft. 


Bert didn’t move a muscle, but Ron saw the relief in his 
eyes. 


“Thank you, sirs.” 


“What | meant was, yes, we would mind toning it down, as 
you 


put it. We absolutely will not tone it down.” Drew glared 
daggers 


at Bert. “We’re holding hands, for God’s sake. Anyone who’s 


offended by that needs to pull the giant stick out of their ass 


already.” 

Bert’s face went so white Ron felt sorry for him. “Sirs, won’t 
you reconsider?” He shot a glance at Ron, obviously thinking 
him the more reasonable of the two. 

Ron grinned, shrugged and kept quiet. A grim smile tugged 


up the corners of Drew’s mouth. “No, | don’t think we will. 
Now 


if you don’t mind, we’d like to finish our dinner. Unless 
you're 


going to kick us out, in which case | guess we'll need a 
couple of 


take-out boxes.” 
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Bert let out a barely audible sigh. “We have never asked 
anyone to leave our establishment for anything so minor as 


holding hands at dinner, and | will certainly not ask you to 
do so 


now just because... Well.” He drew himself up as straight 
and 


tall as only managers of expensive restaurants ever seemed 
to be 


able to pull off. “As compensation for the inconvenience 
we've 


caused you tonight, please enjoy your dinner as the 
compliments 


of The Mission Inn.” 
Drew shook his head. “Thanks, but | can pay my bill.” 
Bert’s lips pursed. Drew’s eyebrows rose. Bert’s ramrod 


posture sagged ever so slightly. “Very well, sir. Please 
accept my 


apologies. | hope you both enjoy your meal.” 
He spun on his heel and walked away. Drew glowered at his 


retreating back. “Goddamn idiots. Why can’t people just 
mind 


their own fucking business?” 


“I don’t know.” Ron managed to resist the urge to touch 
Drew’s 


face, but it was a near thing. He hated seeing the wounded 
look 


beneath Drew’s anger. “Forget it, huh? Let’s not let 
something 


we can’t control ruin our time together.” Smiling, Ron picked 
up 


his fork. “Come on, Drew. Like you said before, this food’s 
too 


good to waste. Especially over somebody else’s stupid 
attitude 


problem.” 
Drew’s lips quirked. “You know what? You’re right.” Keeping 
hold of Ron’s hand, he took his own fork and dug into his 


scallops. “So, I’ve never been to New York City. Tell me 
about 


it.” 
The scowling man from earlier left a few minutes after 


that, his wife trailing meekly behind. He gave Bert what 
were 


obviously some harsh words on the way out. Four young 
women 


at another table stopped Bert a moment later, but 
contented 


themselves with casting poisonous looks at Ron and Drew 
rather 


than storming out in a collective snit after Bert spoke with 
them. 


Ron ignored them along with the others he now noticed 


watching—some with open hostility and others with 
curiosity or 
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outright lecherous interest—and concentrated on keeping 
Drew 


laser-focused on him. It was surprisingly easy. Any time 
Drew’s 


attention strayed, all Ron had to do was smile, fork up 
another 


bite of the delicious salmon, and let out a heartfelt moan as 
the 


taste flooded his mouth, and Drew was his again. 
By the time the chocolate mousse arrived for dessert, the 


attention from their fellow diners had waned. By the time 
Drew 


paid the bill and they left, they got no more than a couple of 


cursory glances as they walked out the front door into the 
night. 


Back on board Emma, the conversation that had flowed so 


easily in the restaurant dried up in spite of Ron’s best 
efforts. 


Drew’s silence felt pensive, not angry, but still, Ron couldn’t 
help 


wondering if he’d done something wrong to send Drew back 
into his shell. 
Leaving the window where he’d been watching the lights 


clustered in a small cove go by, Ron went to Drew at the 
wheel 


and touched his arm. “Drew? Are you all right?” 
“Fine.” 
The single word was spoken in the same monotone and with 


the same unrevealing expression with which he’d answered 
every 


question Ron had asked in the past twenty minutes. 
Worried, Ron 


stroked his fingertips along the material of Drew’s sleeve. 
“Well, 


then, did | say something wrong? Because it’s pretty 
obvious to 


me that something’s bothering you, and, well, | really hope 
it’s 


not something I’ve done.” 
“I was in love once.” 


The words were soft, barely audible over the drone of 
Emma’s 


engine. Ron wasn’t sure what he’d expected to hear, but it 
wasn't 


this raw, soul-bared confession. Not now, not when the 
moment 


for saying it had passed and Drew could’ve gone about his 
days 


without ever opening himself up like this. Hearing it shook 


Ron to the core and left him rather in awe of Drew’s 
courage, 


considering his usual reticence about his past. 
Ron studied Drew’s profile. Drew stared out over the water. 


His face gave nothing away. “Tell me about him,” Ron said, 
when 
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long seconds went by without another word from Drew. 
Drew shrugged. “He died. Twenty years ago.” 


Ron had no idea what to say to that. /’m sorry seemed 
laughably 


inadequate, and Drew wasn’t the sort of man who would 
want 


the empty comfort of well-meant words spoken too late. But 
Ron 


was constitutionally incapable of ignoring the hint of 
decades- 


old sadness in Drew’s eyes. So he slipped his arm around 
Drew's 


waist and leaned into Drew’s solid warmth. 
Drew’s arm went around Ron’s shoulders without hesitation. 
He planted a soft kiss on Ron’s hair. 


Something caught hard in Ron’s chest. Pressing closer, he 


rested his head in the curve of Drew’s neck. The boat cut 
through 


the black water in a quiet that no longer felt uncomfortable. 


ChaPTeR FouRTeen 


Drew pulled the truck right up to the front door of Ron’s 


house in spite of his protests that it wasn’t necessary. 
“There’s no 


need for you to walk back in the dark and cold,” Drew 
insisted 


for at least the fifth time as he cut the engine and turned off 
the 


headlights. 

“Yeah, but—” 

“Ron. Shut up and get out of the truck.” 

Ron’s brow creased, but he closed his mouth and did what 
Drew said. 

Ignoring the frantic hammer of his heart, Drew undid his 


seatbelt, opened his door, and stepped out into the cool of 
an 


Oregon October evening. He strode around the front of the 
truck before he could lose his nerve. 


Ron shot him a narrow-eyed look as he looped an arm 
around 


Ron’s shoulders and led him toward the porch. “Drew? You 
don’t 


have to do this.” 

Drew forced a laugh that sounded as fake as it was. “C’mon, 
why wouldn't |?” 

“Because something about this house bothers you. | don’t 


know what it is exactly, but you don’t like it here.” At the 
foot of 


the porch steps, Ron twisted, slipped out from beneath 
Drew's 


arm, and planted himself in front of him. He laid both hands 


on Drew’s shoulders and gazed up at him with a sweet, 
painfully 


sincere expression that made Drew ache deep in his gut. 
“Drew, 


stop. You don’t have to, okay? And you don’t have to 
explain. 


I’m here, if you ever want to. l'Il listen. But you don’t have 
to do 


anything you don’t want. It’s okay.” 


He means it. He really means it. A rush of gratitude left 
Drew 


weak. Lacking the right words to explain how he felt even to 


himself, he pulled Ron close and kissed him. 
Just like before, Ron’s mouth opened with a soft sound of 
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surrender, his tongue sliding warm and slick against Drew’s. 
And 


just like before, his body molded to Drew’s like it was made 
to 


fit there. The strap of Ron’s camera bag cut into Drew’s arm, 
but 


that was all right. You didn’t get Ron without the camera. 
That’s 


just how things worked. And Drew wanted Ron. Wanted to 
take 


him to bed, wake up next to him in the morning and cook 
him 


breakfast. 
He hadn’t wanted any such thing in twenty years. 
That scared him. 


The fact that he could seriously consider an actual 
relationship 


after all this time? That terrified him. 


When the kiss broke, Ron leaned against Drew’s chest with 
a 


contented hum, his arms hooked around Drew’s waist. 
“Mmm. 


You realize you have a standing invitation to come in, 
right?” 


The mere thought of it brought panic edging through the 


haze of lust and other, more confusing feelings swirling in 
Drew's 


mind. He tightened his hold on Ron. “Believe me, I'd love to 
be 


able to take you up on that, but...” 

“Yeah. But.” Lifting his head, Ron grinned up at Drew. “It’s 
okay. | always pack my dildo.” 

The mental image of Ron fucking himself with a sex toy 


slammed into Drew’s brain like a fist. He let a breathless 
laugh. 


“Christ.” 
“Mm-hm. That’s right.” Ron rose on tiptoe to nuzzle Drew’s 
jaw. “l'Il be thinking of you while I’m using it,” he whispered 
in Drew’s ear. “You can think of that while you’re jerking off 
tonight.” 


Holy shit. Closing his eyes, Drew ran both palms down Ron’s 


back and over the firm swell of his ass. Damn, it was 
tempting to 


drag him up the steps, across the porch and through the 
carved 


oak door into the house, and fuck him like they both 
wanted. 


But he couldn’t. Could not do it. Not with the memories 
waiting 


there to drag him down into his own personal hell. 


The saddest part was, he knew his fear wouldn’t paralyze 
him 
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any less if they were to go to his place instead, because Ron 


wasn’t William and no matter how much Drew wanted him, 
no 


matter how much he liked him, he wasn’t sure he could deal 
with 


the growing familiarity of Ron’s face, his voice and his laugh 
and 


his touch, paired with the strangeness of his not-William 
body 


naked beneath Drew’s. 


Gentle hands chilled with the night air cupped Drew’s 
cheeks. 


He opened his eyes. Ron smiled at him, blue eyes shadowed 
in 


the dimness. “What’re you thinking about?” 
“You with a dildo up your ass.” The lie drew a startled laugh 


from Ron, and Drew was glad he’d said it instead of telling 
the 


truth. “Speaking of that mental picture, I’m going home now 
and take care of this problem you gave me.” 
Sliding his arms around Drew’s neck, Ron stretched upward 


until he could rest their cheeks together. He didn’t say a 
word, but 


his body shook and his hips canted forward to dig his 
erection 


into Drew’s groin. 


Drew knew he had to get out of there when he caught 
himself 


thinking it might not be so bad to fuck in the bed of his pick- 
up. 


He knew from experience that it was, in fact, very bad. 
Grasping 


Ron’s shoulders, he put some space between them. “Um. All 
right. I’m off, then. l'II call you tomorrow, okay?” 


“Okay.” Ron stared at him with a hungry look for a second, 


then swooped in and pressed a hard, swift kiss to his mouth. 
“Thanks for tonight, Drew. | had a wonderful time.” 

“Yeah, me too.” Drew backed toward his truck. “Bye.” 
“Bye.” One corner of Ron’s mouth quirked into a half-smile. 


An answering smile tugged at Drew’s lips. Before it could 
turn 


into the goofy grin he figured it would become if he let it, he 


spun around, skirted the front of his truck and climbed 
behind 


the wheel. 


Ron waved as Drew drove away. Drew waved back, grinning 


and sure enough, it was a goofy, sappy grin. He felt it. Not 
that he 


minded so much, really. 
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When he reached the end of the drive, he glanced in the 
rear 


view mirror. He couldn’t see Ron anymore, but he knew he 
still 


stood there in the shadows at the bottom of the porch steps, 


because if he’d gone inside he’d have turned on at least one 


light, and the old place was dark as pitch. He must still be 
there, 


watching Drew drive away. 


You don’t have to leave. You could go back. You could have 
him right 


now, tonight. The past is the past. Nothing but a ghost. It 
can’t hurt you if 


you don't let it. 
It was true. He knew that. But truth didn’t stand a chance 


against the strength of inner demons with a twenty year 
head 


start. Drew turned onto the road and pointed the old truck 
north 


toward home, his lonely bed and an inevitably sleepless 
night. 


HOU 
Sleep didn’t come to Ron until after his second orgasm, 


brought by a long, slow tease with his favorite dildo deep 
inside 

him and a collage of Drew-centered fantasies playing across 
the 


insides of his eyelids. Strange dreams of Drew, himself, and 
the 


crying can’t-really-be-a-ghost upstairs threaded through a 
few 


hours of fitful sleep until something woke him with a start in 
the 


pale half-light just before sunrise. 
Yawning, he kicked free of the tangled sheets, slid out of 


bed, and shuffled naked toward the stairs. Normally, he 
liked 


to remember his dreams, if he could. This time, though, he 


thought he’d just as soon skip it. Nothing remained of it but 
a 


few vague images, but those mental pictures—a skewed 
shadow 


on a wooden floor, a creaking sound that had seemed 
horrible in 


his dream, a shape he knew somehow to be a dead body— 
made 


gooseflesh prickle along his arms. Whatever he’d dreamed, 
it was 


very unlike his usual dreams. He found that disturbing, and 
he 


didn’t want to think of disturbing things today. 
He’d much rather think about Drew. About their date. The 


feel of Drew’s body pressed against him, Drew’s mouth on 


his, Drew’s hands on his ass. The shine of Drew’s eyes in the 
candlelight. The warmth of Drew’s fingers laced through his. 
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Drew’s smile, God, that smile he didn’t show to just 
anybody, 


the one that transformed his face and made Ron’s heart 
thump 


painfully against his sternum. 
Kind of like it was doing right now, in fact. 
Ron laughed as he stepped into the foyer and headed for 


the kitchen. A massive yawn threatened to split his face in 
half. 


He needed coffee. Lots and lots of very strong coffee. Maybe 


then he could face the not-so-pleasant memories from the 
night 


before. Like the reminder that bigots lived on both coasts, in 
big 


cities and small towns alike. Or the pain in Drew’s eyes 
when he 


said the man he’d once loved was twenty years dead. 
Something told Ron that Drew’s past would prove to be the 


more difficult of the two to deal with. Homophobes, he could 


handle. Had done even before he’d come out, since small, 
pretty 


guys like him got slapped with the “fag” label in those 
volatile 


tween years regardless of actual sexual leanings, even at 
relatively 


progressive Greenwich Village schools. 
Drew, though? He had no clue how to manage Drew. How in 


the hell was he supposed to handle a man still haunted by a 
death 


two decades old? 
Another yawn stretched his jaw wide. Stumbling into the 


kitchen, he leaned his elbows on the counter and rubbed his 
eyes. 


“Coffee,” he mumbled to the empty doughnut box sprawled 


open on the cream-colored granite. “Coffee first. Then 
thinking.” 


Yeah. That was the plan. He pushed himself up off the 


counter before he could fall asleep on it and went to fetch 
the 


coffee from the cabinet. 


It took several cups of coffee to get Ron’s brain awake, and 
a 


not-quite-warm shower to make his body catch up. When he 
felt 


clearheaded enough to keep from screwing up half his film, 
he 


grabbed his camera and headed out back to take a few 
shots of 


the forest in the sun-gilded morning fog. 


The sharp, damp chill chased away any lingering 
drowsiness. 


Ron snapped pictures until the sun rose high enough to turn 


the breathless magic of early morning to ordinary daytime, 
then 
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shoved his hands in his jacket pockets and strolled out to 
the 


edge of the bluff with his camera dangling from his neck. 
Low 


tide left a wide stretch of bare stone and sand glistening in 
the 


sunshine. Long swells broke and boomed against the rocks 
out 


where the currents ran cold and deep. A ways north, a tall 
stone 


pinnacle jutted from the water. Ron had wandered along the 


beach enough to know it was just above the low tide line, 
about 


halfway between Drew’s place and the little hidden beach 
he’d 


found during his first days here. 


Maybe he’d walk out there one day when the ocean 
retreated 


to expose shining sand and tiny tide pools. He’d already 
gotten 


shots of it at high tide, barely escaping the place before the 
rising 


waves trapped him in the angle between two sheer rock 
walls. A 


series of low tide shots would be awesome. 


Besides, there was always the chance he’d run into Drew. 
The 


thought made his pulse speed up. 
In his pocket, his phone started playing “Glósóli.” Grinning, 
he pulled it out and thumbed the answer button. “Hi, Drew.” 


“Hey. | hope it’s not too early to call. You’re up, right?” 


Ron grinned at the barely restrained laughter in Drew’s 
voice. 


It was nice to hear. “Oh, funny. You know | am. I’m usually 
down 


at your beach before now.” 

“I know. Feels weird, not having you here.” Drew cleared his 
throat. “So, what’re you doing?” 

“I’m outside. Been taking pictures.” 

Drew laughed out loud, the sound warm and fond. “I bet you 
even take that damn camera to the bathroom with you.” 
“Not all the time.” A gust of wind blew Ron’s hair across 


his face. He shook it away, squinting against a shaft of 
sunlight 


that broke through the thinning fog to hit him square in the 
eye. 


“What do you have planned today? Do you have to work, or 
can 


you hang out?” 
“Actually, | got a call last night from a group that wants to 


charter Emma today for a sightseeing trip north along the 
coast. 
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Which is why I’m calling so early. I’m not sure when we'll be 


back, and I'd said I'd call, so I figured better to do it now.” A 
soft 


slurp came through the phone. “I’m just glad I didn’t wake 
you. | 


Slept late too, so | was worried about that.” 


Ron smiled at the second, louder slurp. He drew a deep 
breath 


and pretended he could smell the rich scent of Drew’s 
coffee, 


brewed extra-strong the way he always made it. “It 
would’ve been 


okay even if you had. I’d’ve wanted to talk to you no matter 
what, 


you know.” 
“Yeah.” A moment’s silence followed. Ron wrapped his free 


arm around himself and wished Drew was there with him 
instead 


of a mile away, getting ready to spend the day with a bunch 
of strangers. On the other side of the phone, Drew cleared 
his throat. “Okay, well, | guess | better go. Listen, come over 


tomorrow, huh? There’s a little cave in the woods a couple 
miles 


from my place. l'Il take you up there and you can take 
pictures, 


if you want.” 


A warm bubble lodged itself in Ron’s chest. He nodded, even 


though Drew couldn't see it. “Sounds great. I’m definitely up 
for 


cave exploring.” 

“Great. | guess l'Il see you tomorrow, then.” 

“Sure thing. Bye.” 

“Bye.” 

The phone clicked off. Ron lowered his phone and stood 


staring at the photo of Drew, the one he’d taken that 
evening 


after the storm, the very first time he’d ever seen Drew’s 
face. It 


was a little blurry—the scanner at Aunt Majorie’s house 
wasn’t as 


good as his own—but the angle of Drew’s jaw and the soft 
curve 


of his lips showed up just fine. 
A blast of wind hit Ron hard enough to take his breath 


away. Shoving his phone back in his pocket, he turned 
toward 


the house. God, it was co/d this morning. He didn’t envy 
Drew's 


charter group, out there on the water all day. 


Back inside, he poured the last bit of coffee from the pot 
into 


a mug, heated it in the microwave, and stirred in a healthy 
portion 
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of chocolate creamer. He wrapped both hands around the 
warm 


mug and sipped while he contemplated what to do with his 
day. 


Maybe he could go for a hike in the woods or along the 
beach, if 


that cold wind let up. Or he could walk into town and go to 
the 


library, or go see a movie. 


The business card stuck to the refrigerator with a crab- 
shaped 


magnet caught his eye and he smiled. Whatever else he did 
today, 


he should definitely call the Pearl Paranormal Research 
Group. 


He had no clue how busy paranormal investigations groups 


got, or how soon they would normally be able to come out 
to 


perform an investigation, but he could at least stop putting 
it 


off and call them today. Sleeping with his collection of 
nature 


sounds “music” turned up way too loud to drown out the 
crying 


from the third floor was getting old. Not that the 
investigation 


would make it stop, necessarily, but maybe he’d feel better 
about 


it if he knew what it was. 


Setting his coffee on the counter, he plucked the card from 
the 


fridge, and studied it. Office hours eight to five, Monday 
through 


Saturday. He glanced at the clock on the stove, and raised 
his 


eyebrows. How did it get to be nine o'clock already? 

Taking pictures and talking to Drew. A guy’s favorite things 
tended to make time fly. 

Sap. Laughing at himself, Ron set his camera on the counter 


beside his coffee, then pulled his phone out of his jacket 
pocket. 


Time to give the pros a call and find out once and for all just 
what 


the hell was going on up in the tower room. 


HOU 


To Ron’s surprise, the young man who answered the phone 


told Ron they could come out that night if he wanted. 
Apparently 


paranormal investigations happened at night. Ron jumped 
on the 


opportunity. With any luck, he wouldn’t have too many 
totally 


Drew-free nights, so he figured he’d better take the chance 
while 


he had it. He gave the man his cell number and directions to 
the 


house, and arranged for the group to come out around five. 
It took him a couple of hours to clean up the kitchen and 
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make the rest of place presentable for visitors. He wrinkled 
his 


nose as he fished a stray sock out from under the sofa and 
carried 


it to the built-in laundry hamper in his bathroom. Wouldn't 
his 


sister laugh if he admitted she’d been right all these years 
when 


she called him a slob? 


With the house as clean as he could make it and several 
hours 


to kill, Ron decided to walk into town for some groceries. 
He’d 


run out of most everything other than chips, Pop Tarts, soda, 


and alcohol. Not much different from his usual diet, really, 
but 


even a junk food junkie like him craved fresh fruit now and 
then. 


Besides, his guests might appreciate some real food to eat. 
He 


grabbed his jacket and keys and headed to the garage to 
fetch 


the wagon. 
Outside, the wind had died down and the temperature had 
warmed up enough to make the walk into town even more 


pleasant than usual. Ron breathed the salt-tinged air deep 
into his 


lungs and wondered if it were possible for life to get any 
better. 


Drew could be here with you. Or better yet, he could be 
fucking you out 


on the bluff. 


A shiver ran up Ron’s spine. Living in the city, he rarely got 


to indulge his kink for outdoor sex. To have Drew take him 
right 


there in the green grass on the bluff, with the sea breeze 
cool and 


damp on his bare skin, the evergreens hissing in the wind 
overhead 


and the ocean booming far below... That would be better 
than 


anything he’d conjured in his most delirious daydreams. 
A car horn blared behind him. He jumped, startled. A red 


minivan rolled past him into Parker’s parking lot. Ginny 
waved at 


him from behind the wheel. Grinning, he picked up his pace 
and 


reached the van just as she shut the door and locked it. “Hi, 
Gin.” 


“Hey, Ron.” She slung her enormous purse over her 
shoulder 


and gave him a wide smile. “How are you? Haven’t seen you 
in 


a while.” 
“I’m good. Running out of food.” She laughed. Ron bumped 


her shoulder with his as they walked toward the store 
entrance. 


“I think | might have to buy some gloves and a hat, do you 
guys 
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carry that stuff?” 
“We do, yeah.” The automatic doors slid open. They walked 


through side by side. “Why, is it too cold for you?” She 
grinned 


at him. 
He pressed a hand to his chest in fake indignation. “Hey, 


some of us don’t have nice warm minivans to drive around 
in.” 


Chuckling, she patted his shoulder. “Gloves and knit caps 
are 


in the back, in the outdoor section. l'Il see you in a few, 
hon.” 


She headed for the office to clock in. Ron made his way 
toward the rear of the store, smiling. Knowing Ginny and her 


sunny smile were here made the big, cold world seem a 
little bit 


friendlier. 
He found a few pairs of gloves and a small bin of knit caps 


in the last row on the right, inexplicably wedged between 
the 


rakes and the lawn mower oil. The selection left a lot to be 


desired, but it didn’t matter. Ron figured he could deal with 
being 


unfashionable as long as his hands and ears stayed warm. 
He picked out a pair of dark green leather gloves and a plain 


black cap, dropped them in the wagon, and started toward 
the 


food section. As he rounded the end of the shelf, he ran 
smack 


into a tiny slip of a woman in loose jeans and a University of 


Oregon sweatshirt hurrying around the corner from the 
other 


side. 

He stepped back, one hand held palm out in front of him. 
“Oh, wow. I’m sorry. Are you all right?” 

She peered up at him with a frown, wisps of white hair 


floating from two long braids to veil her rheumy eyes. “I’ve 
seen 


you before, ‘round town. You're stayin’ in the old place on 
the 


bluff, ain’t ya? The old Travers place?” 


Travers. The couple who’d built the house in the early 


nineteen hundreds. Ron nodded. “My aunt Marjorie owns it 


now. I’m staying there for a few months while I’m working 
ona 


photojournalism piece on this area.” He held out his hand. 
“My 


name’s Ron Winters. I’m happy to meet you, Ms...?” 
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Her eyebrows went up, but she took his hand ina 
surprisingly 


strong grip and shook. “Tabitha Purcell. Everybody calls me 
Tabby. Pleased to meet you.” 
Ron’s pulse sped up. This was the woman Hal at the library 


had told him to talk to if he wanted to find out more about 
his 


haunted house. He let go of her hand and flashed her his 
most 


winning smile. “Tabby, I’m told you’re the person to talk to 
about 


town history.” It wasn’t exactly what Hal had said, but Ron 
would 


bet his last dime it was true enough. “I’d love to get 
together 


sometime, if that’s all right with you.” 


“Sure. You're told right, nobody knows this town’s history 


like | do.” She grinned. “An old gal like me don’t get a lot of 
hot 


young dates, you know.” 

He laughed. “Aw, come on, that can’t be true.” 

Shaking her head, she planted a hand on one bony hip. 
“Anything in particular you’re lookin’ to find out?” 
“Actually, | kind of wanted to know more about my aunt’s 


house.” Ron glanced around. He spotted Joe standing ata 
display 


a little ways off, studying the fan belts. Ron dropped his 
voice, in 


case Joe heard him and decided to tell Drew and hearing 
about 


the house upset him. “I’d heard it was haunted. So far, 
nobody’s 


been able to tell me what the story is, and I’ve been told 
that 


maybe you could.” 


Her smile vanished. She leaned closer. “You sure you want 
to 


know that?” 


Surprised, he nodded. “Yeah. I'd like to put the ghost story 


in my piece for the magazine, along with the pictures I’m 
taking 


of the house. | think it’ll really interest the readers.” He 
peered 


hard into her face, trying to see past her blank expression. 
“Why 


wouldn’t | want to know?” 
One corner of her mouth twitched. “Just might be more’n 
you're ready to hear, considering. That’s all.” 


A queasy feeling rolled in Ron’s stomach. Before he could 
ask 


what she meant by that, Joe rolled his cart up beside them. 
“Ron. 


Tabby. How’s everything?” 
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Damn. Great timing. Ron forced a smile. “Fine, Joe. How’re 
you doing?” 

“Good, I’m good.” His smile looked even more fake than 
Ron’s felt. Which was odd, when Ron thought about it. Joe 


turned to Tabby. “Miss Tabby, could | borrow you for a 
minute? 


I’m trying to pick out some sweet potatoes so Ella can make 
pies, 


but you know I’m no good at that sort of thing. Would you 
help 


me out?” 
“She gonna save me a slice?” 
“Slice, hell. You Know she'll bring you half a pie.” 


The old woman ’s face lit up with pure glee. “Then let’s go 
find 


you some sweet potatoes, young fella.” She turned back to 
Ron. 


“As for you, just you think about what I said. You still wanna 


know, come see me. Purple house ‘round the corner from 
the 


library.” She took Joe’s arm and steered him along the 
narrow 


aisle back the way he’d just come. 

“See you around, Ron,” Joe called over his shoulder as Tabby 
dragged him toward the produce, the cart rattling in front of 
him. 


“Yeah. See you, Joe.” Ron stood there for a moment, 
watching 


Joe and Tabby walk away. He couldn’t shake the feeling that 
Joe 


had stopped her from talking to him on purpose. 


Which, of course, only made him more determined to hear 
what she had to say. As for Tabby, if she thought her cryptic 


suggestions about the origin of the haunted house story 
would 


keep him away, she didn’t understand people at all. 
Ron glanced at his watch. No time to stand here puzzling 


over the whole messy business. He had people coming over 
and 


shopping to do first. Putting all his questions to the back of 
his 


mind, he dragged his wagon toward the bread aisle. 
OOOO 
At five o'clock on the dot, a large dark blue van with Pearl 


Paranormal Research Group stenciled on the sides in neat 
white 


letters pulled up to the front of the house. A petite, slender 
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woman clad head to toe in black hopped down from the 
driver’s 


seat and strode up the front steps to where Ron waited. She 
stuck 


out her hand. “Hi, I’m Channing Ponder. I’m the co-owner of 


Pearl.” 
“Ron Winters. Great to meet you, Channing.” Ron took her 


hand and shook, his mouth curving into a smile to mirror 
hers. 


She had her mother’s kind face and sharp, intelligent gaze. 
If it 


weren't for the Goth-flavored outfit and deep purple hair 
styled 


into short spikes, she could’ve passed for the proverbial girl 
next 


door. Ron liked her instantly. “Thanks for coming out here on 
such short notice.” 
“I’m glad we were free. This is a gorgeous place.” Dropping 


Ron’s hand, she gestured toward a stocky young man 
climbing 


the steps with a large duffle bag on his shoulder. “Ron, this 
IS 


Benji Ortiz, the other co-owner. Benji, this is Ron Winters.” 
“Ron. Good to meet you, man.” Benji set the bag on the 


porch and shook Ron’s hand. He grinned, brown skin 
crinkling 


at the corners of his eyes. “We spoke on the phone earlier.’ 


“Oh, yeah, of course. Good to meet you, too.” Ron let go of 


Benji’s hand and hurried to open the door for him so he 
could 


take the duffle bag inside. “Is there anything I can help 
with?” 


“Naw, we got it.” Channing pointed at a tall, sweet-faced girl 


in a pink Pearl Paranormal hoodie and a lanky young man 
who 


looked like he’d just stepped out of a boy’s boarding school 
in his 


neat blue suit and tie. The two carried a large metal box 
between 


them as they made their way up the steps. “This is Suz 
Albright 


and Koji. Just Koji.” Channing made an exasperated but fond 


face, as if she’d had to explain the no-last-name thing a lot. 
She 


trotted down the steps and followed Benji out to the open 
back 


door of the van. 
Koji gave Ron a nod and a smile. “Suz and | are the tech 


department. Pleased to make your acquaintance.” The two 
went 


inside and set the box carefully on the rug in foyer. Koji 
pushed 


his mirrored sunglasses to the top of his head so that his 
overly 


long black bangs stuck up everywhere. “Do | smell pizza?” 
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“Lord, Koji, don’t be rude.” Suz stuck her hands in the back 
pockets of her jeans and grinned, dark cheeks dimpling. “We 


can unload our equipment and start putting some of the 
Stuff 


together while you finish your dinner. You can show us the 


house after that, and we'll decide where to set up our 
cameras 


and audio.” 

“Oh, | made enough pizza for everyone.” 

Suz’s eyes went wide. “Wow, you didn’t have to do that.” 
Ron shrugged, a flush climbing up his neck into his face. 


“Well, when | say | made it, | meant | bought a couple of 
take- 


and-bakes at Parker’s and added some extra toppings to 
them. 


But, well, | just thought since you guys were coming out 
here 


right at dinnertime and you were nice enough to come out 
on 


such short notice, feeding you was the least | could do.” 
“Well, you didn’t have to. But we haven't eaten yet, so it is 


awesome that you did. Thank you.” Beaming, Koji clapped 
him on 


the shoulder. “I think we should start the tour of the house 
in 


the kitchen, yeah?” 


“I thought the third floor was the hot spot?” Channing 
stepped 


through the front door with Benji at her heels. Both carried 
large, 


heavy looking cases. She sniffed the air and frowned. “Are 
we 


interrupting dinner?” 

Suz laughed. “Not really.” She took Koji’s arm. “C’mon. We 
need to finish unloading.” 

“| made pizza for everyone,” Ron explained in answer to 


Channing’s questioning look. “I figured you guys wouldn’t 
have 


eaten dinner, so | thought I'd feed you.” 
Her expression softened into a smile almost identical to her 


mother’s. “That was awfully nice of you, Ron, thanks.” 


Pleased, he nodded. “It’s no trouble at all.” In the kitchen, 
the 


oven timer beeped. “That’s it now. Why don’t I tell you 
about my 


experiences and what little | Know about this house while we 
eat? 


Then | can take you on a tour and show you the third floor 
tower 


where I’ve heard the crying.” 
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elbow. “Babe, you want me to help Ron get dinner together 
and 


you can help Suz and Koji unload?” 


“Yeah. We'll be there in a couple minutes.” She planted a 
kiss 


on Benji’s cheek then jogged out the door. 
“The kitchen’s this way.” Ron led the way down the hall 


toward the back of the house. He shot a sidelong glance at 
the 


plain gold band on the fourth finger of Benji’s left hand. 
“How 


long have you two been together?” 


“We just got married in April, but we’ve been together four 


years.” Benji smiled, his whole face lighting up. “She hired 
me 


to help her with this paranormal investigations business she 
was 


starting up, and it was love at first sight, man.” 


“That’s so cool.” When they entered the kitchen, Ron 
hurried 


to the oven to shut off the timer. “There's sodas, beer, and 
wine 


in the fridge, and you can get water from the door. Cups are 
in 


the cabinet there.” Ron pointed at the right one. “Help 
yourself.” 


“Thanks.” Benji opened the refrigerator and got out one diet 


and two regular sodas. He set them on the counter, then 
went to 


the cabinet for a cup and stuck it under the refrigerator’s 
built-in 


water spigot. “What about you? Single, right?” 
Ron thought about that while he took the first pizza out of 


the oven. He wasn’t sure what to call this thing with Drew. 
On the 


one hand, he had to return to New York in a couple of 
months 


and the whole thing would end then, so he couldn’t exactly 
call it 


a relationship. Which made him technically single. 

On the other hand, the thought of leaving Drew behind hurt 
something deep in his soul lately. The idea of his life without 
Drew in it seemed unbearable. Which meant... 

It means you're screwed sideways. 

Ron closed his eyes. God, how had this happened? How had 


he gone and gotten himself embroiled in something that 
would 


end up hurting him? 


How in the hell had he managed to fall so fast and so hard 
for 
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a man he’d never even get the chance to truly know? 
“Ron?” Benji leaned on the other side of the counter, his 


voice full of concern. “Sorry, dude, | didn’t mean to pry. It’s 
none 


of my business.” 


Pulling himself together with a monumental effort, Ron set 


the pizza in his hands on the counter and reached for the 
one 


still in the oven. “No, it’s okay.” His voice sounded brittle 
even to 


himself, but it was the best he could do. He put the second 
pizza 


beside the first one and dug through the drawer for the 
pizza 


cutter. “It’s just. Um. I’m seeing someone, and it’s... 
complicated. 


You know?” He glanced up to meet Benji’s sympathetic 
gaze. 


“Yeah. | hear you.” Benji pushed away from the counter. 
“What d’you want to drink?” 

“Beer's good.” 

“I’m on it.” On his way to the refrigerator, Benji detoured to 


Ron’s side to give his shoulder a squeeze. “Hang in there, 
man.” 


The other three came bustling in before Ron could say a 
word. 


Benji stepped away. Ron mouthed a silent thank you. Benji 
grinned 


at him before turning to get the beer out of the refrigerator. 
Ron 


picked up the pizza cutter, feeling just a little bit stronger 
than he 


had a moment before. 
OOOO 
Nine hours later, Koji and Suz trooped down from the third 


floor to where Channing and Benji sat at the laptop they’d 
set 


up in the living room. The four of them huddled together, 
whispering. 
Ron watched from his spot curled on the sofa. The only 


lights came from the laptop and the flashlights the group 
used 


to get around. Ron lay in a pool of darkness in his corner. 
They 


probably thought he was asleep. He’d been napping on and 
off 


for a couple of hours now. Channing and Benji had let him 
go 

upstairs with them earlier while they walked around the 
tower 


room and his bedroom with cameras, handheld audio 
recorders, 


and other equipment whose function he wasn’t sure of, 
taking 
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video and asking questions of the empty air. 

Then the crying started. 

Ron toughed it out until the group switched places, but he 
didn’t go back upstairs when Suz and Koji took their turn. 


It irritated and embarrassed him that something as 
harmless 


as a noise whose source he couldn’t identify could unnerve 
him 


like it did. But something about it brought back the specter 
of 


his dream—the shadow, the shape, the creaking sounds— 
and his 


heart hammered with fear and an inexplicable sorrow. 
Channing stood, crossed the room and switched on the 
overhead light. “Ron? You awake?” 

“Yeah.” He sat up. “Is that it? Are you done?” 

“Yep.” She glanced over her shoulder at Suz and Koji, who 


were climbing the stairs again while Benji tapped on the 
laptop 


keys. “We need to get all the equipment broken down, but it 


won't take us too long to do that.” 


“All right.” Ron patted the cushions next to him. “Sit down 
and tell me what you found.” 


She plopped onto the sofa. Across the room, Benji closed 
the 


laptop, picked it up and lifted it into its case. “Well, | can’t 
say for 


sure until we’ve had a chance to review the evidence we 
collected 


tonight,” Channing said. “But I’m betting it’s not a ghost 
you've 


got up there.” 
Ron felt weeks of tension melt from his shoulders. “Of 
course not.” 


“Like | said, | can’t be sure until we’ve reviewed the 
evidence.” 


Channing rubbed the back of her neck. “But | think that this 
IS 


what we call a residual haunting.” 

And there went the tension again. Ron stared at her in 
confusion. “A what now?” 

“A residual haunting. It’s when an event that’s occurred 


in a location replays over and over again, kind of like a tape 


recording. There’s no intelligence behind it, it’s just kind of 
like 


a video of an event. It usually happens with traumatic 
events, 
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like a violent death, or things that happened a lot in the 
location 


and were important in some way to the person whose image 
IS 


left behind in the residual. Like we investigated a residual 
once 


where a woman who’d served for fifty years as a cook toa 
certain 


family was seen in the family’s kitchen after her death. It 
wasn't 


an intelligent spirit, it was just a residual image of her 
cooking 


the way she'd done for so long in life.” She pinned him with 
a 


questioning look. “Does that make sense?” 
Ron shook his head. A few months ago, he’d have been able 


to scoff at the idea. Now, having seen the misty figure in 
this 


house and heard its sobs, discounting the theory wasn’t so 
easy. 


But the whole concept—the possibility that it could be rea/— 


shook his world view to the core, and he didn’t want to 
believe it. 


“It does, | guess. It’s just kind of a lot to take in.” He raked 
a hand through his hair. “Wow. So, if this is a, what, residual 


haunting?” He raised his eyebrows in question. She nodded. 
“If 


that’s what it is, then is there any way to make it stop?” 
“No. Not if it’s a residual.” She rested a hand on his arm, as 


if she sensed his dismay. “The good news is a residual haunt 
can't 


hurt you. The worst it can do is irritate you.” 


Ron laughed. It sounded tired, which made sense because 
the 


idea that he wouldn’t be able to make the crying stop 
exhausted 


him. “It’s irritating, all right.” 


Smiling, she gave his arm a pat, then rose to her feet. “Let 
uS 


go through all the video and audio we got tonight. Either 
Benji or 


| will call you in a couple of days and let you know what we 
find. 


Until then, try not to let it bother you too much. You can call 
us 


back if anything unusual happens.” 
“Okay, | will.” He returned her smile. “Thanks.” 
In the foyer, Koji and Suz plodded downstairs with their arms 


full of camera cases and extension cords. Channing hurried 
over 


to help. Yawning, Ron stood and shuffled across the room 
and 


down the short hallway to the front of the house. He flipped 
on 


the porch light and opened the door so Koji, Suz and 
Channing 


could carry their equipment back out to the van. Benji 
trailed 
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behind a moment later, the big duffle bag in one hand and 
the 


laptop case in the other. 


They had the van loaded and ready to go a few minutes 
later. 


Ron walked down the porch steps with them. He stood 
beside 


the van, shuffling from one bare foot to the other while the 
group 


climbed in. When Benji went to open the passenger side 
door, 


Ron handed him the check he’d written earlier. “Thanks 
again 


for coming out tonight. | really appreciate your help with 
this.” 


“It’s our pleasure.” Channing cranked the van and switched 
on the headlights. “We’ll be in touch soon. Take care.” 
Benji clapped him on the back. “Good luck with the 
relationship stuff, man. Hope it works out for you.” 

Ron smiled. “Thanks. | hope so too.” 


Pocketing the check, Benji climbed into the van. Ron waved 
as 


the group drove away. After they’d gone, he hurried back 
inside, 


switched off the porch light and shut the front door. 


HOU 


Later, lying in his bed, he could still hear the sobs drifting 
from 


the third floor. For the first time in ages, he left the music off 
and 


listened to the mournful sounds. He wondered if Channing 
was 


right. If whatever it was upstairs had once been a human 
being, 


and if so, who he’d been, and why his desolation had 
imprinted 


itself on this house. 


He still needed to talk to Tabby. Maybe she would know. 
She’d 


certainly acted as if she knew something about it. 

| bet Drew knows. | wish I could ask him. 

Drew. Just the thought of him made Ron’s stomach flutter 
and his blood sing. He’d never intended for this to happen. 


Never thought what he’d looked upon as a fun time, a 
harmless 


flirtation, would take hold of his life and spin it out of 
control. 


God, what a mess. Curling onto his side, he pressed the 
heels 


of his hands to his eyes. Eventually he fell into a restless 
sleep 


and dreamed of ghosts and Drew and how he’d never meant 
to 


fall in love. 


ChaPTeR FiFTeen 


It rained the next day. Not the storms whose savage power 


tended to lure Drew outside in spite of the danger of 
lightning 


to watch the ocean toss and churn. No, this was a steady 
vertical 


downpour that wrapped Drew’s cottage in a thick gray 
curtain of 


water that hid everything more than a few yards away and 
made 


him feel cut off from the world. 
Not really the best weather for outdoor exploration. Dammit. 


He’d been looking forward to watching Ron’s face light up at 
the 


sight of the little hidden cave. He hated to cancel, but there 
was 


nothing for it. 
Drew turned away from the kitchen window. He glanced at 


the clock on his way to the coffee pot for a refill. Ten a.m. 
Not 


exactly early, but Ron had been up late last night. 


So were you, asshole. 


Drew snorted. The old house had been dark when he 


drove past on his way back from the marina at one-thirty in 
the 


morning, but he’d definitely seen the shape of a van parked 
out 


front. Later, making his way home along the bluff pathway 
in 


the inky blackness, he’d tried to tell himself the only reason 
he’d 


crept through the woods to Ron’s house was because he 
was 


worried. It wasn’t exactly a lie. The worry was real enough. 
The 


way he saw it, dark house plus mysterious van didn’t add up 
to 


anything good. But when it came right down to it, the rea/ 
reason 


he’d done it was to reassure himself that Ron wasn’t with 
another 


man. 
He’d almost called to make sure Ron was all right. Then he’d 
imagined the sound of another male voice murmuring along 


with Ron’s over the phone, the way Ron might say “stop it” 
when 


his lover touched him then laugh all soft and husky like he 
didn’t 


really mean it, and Drew didn’t think he could stand that. So 
he’d 


soothed his panic at the thought of the house with a few 
shots 


of whiskey and trudged a mile through the woods ata 
quarter of 
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two in the morning to see just what exactly was going on. 
He still wasn’t sure. All he knew was that Ron hadn’t been 


kidnapped or murdered and didn’t appear to be fucking 
anyone 


else, but that was about it. None of the four people carrying 
cases of various equipment out of the house looked familiar, 


and if there’d been anything written on the van he hadn't 
seen it. 


Drew’s attempts to convince himself the people were 


photographer friends of Ron’s only halfway worked, but he 
stuck 


with that explanation anyway since he didn’t have a better 
one. 


A soft knock rattled the glass in the back door window. 


Startled, Drew turned. Ron stood outside, lost in his 
oversized 


rain jacket with the hood pulled low over his forehead. He 
waved, 


grinning. 

Drew hurried across the room to open the door. “What the 
hell are you doing out in this weather?” 

“You invited me over.” Ron stepped inside and pushed his 
hood back. He peered wide-eyed at Drew through the damp, 


curling bangs that had fallen over his eyes. “Oh, crap, | 
probably 


Sshouldn’t’ve come over without calling. I’m sorry.” 
“No, God, of course you should come over. | was just going 


to call you.” Drew stopped himself before he could blurt out 
the 


part about why he hadn’t been sure Ron was awake yet. 
“You 


didn’t have to walk, though. | would’ve come and gotten 
you.” 


Ron unzipped his jacket and shrugged out of it. “Naw. | like 
walking in the rain.” 


Drew looked Ron up and down. His hair, face and neck 


dripped in spite of the deep hood on the jacket, his teeth 


chattered and his lips had a definite bluish tinge. Drew 
shook his 


head. “You're crazy.” Taking Ron’s jacket, he hung it on the 
peg 


beside the door. “Want some coffee, to warm you up?” 
“It smells really good.” Ron slid his arms around Drew’s 


waist. His grin turned sly. “But I’d rather let you warm me 
up.” 


Drew’s stomach flip-flopped. Unable to speak, he hooked an 


arm around Ron and tilted his head downward to show Ron 
how 


These haunted heighTs 159 
much he liked that idea. 
Ron’s lips felt cool, and his mouth still held a faint flavor of 


coffee and chocolate. “Fudge Pop Tarts,” Drew guessed 
when 


the kiss eventually broke. 
“I was out of doughnuts.” 
Drew laughed and took another taste. Their tongues curled 


together. Ron moaned low and sweet, and Drew had to pull 
away 


while he still could. He slipped a hand under Ron’s sweater 
and 


spread the palm over his lean back. “Why aren’t you fat?” 
“Hey, | eat other things besides doughnuts and Pop Tarts.” 
“Right.” 

Ron dug his cold nose into Drew’s neck. “Don’t pick on my 


breakfast food choices.” He settled his head on Drew’s 
shoulder 


with a sigh. “So, what about the cave trip?” 
The unmistakable hope at the end of the question caught 


at Drew’s heart and pulled hard. His throat tightened. 
“Nasty 


weather for exploring caves.” He raked the wet curls away 
from 


Ron’s face and laid a hand on his cheek. The cool skin 
warmed 


under his touch. “You didn’t even bring your camera.” 
“This is true. Still would’ve been cool to go, though.” Ron 
curled closer to Drew’s chest. “Mmm. You’re warm.” 


And getting hotter. Drew swallowed. “lIl take you to the 
cave 


another time. We can do something else today.” 


He felt Ron smile against his neck. “What’d you have in 


mind?” One hand slipped down to rest on the curve of 
Drew's 


butt. 


Drew’s knees wobbled. Was he imagining the sudden 
seductive 


note in Ron’s voice? He didn’t think so, but he hadn’t been 
with 


a man in a long, lonely time and he wanted Ron so damn 
bad, 


maybe... 


The hand on Drew’s ass squeezed. Ron licked a hot trail 
right 


across the pulse point in Drew’s throat. 

His startled laugh came out all mixed up with the groan he 
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couldn’t stop. Nope. Guess I didn’t imagine it. 

“I know you’re not ready to take me to bed,” Ron whispered 


into the stubble Drew hadn’t yet shaved off the underside of 
his 


chin. “That’s okay. Just let me kiss you.” He pressed warm, 
soft 


lips to the angle of Drew’s jaw. “Let me... Let me hold you.” 
He 


threaded his fingers through Drew’s hair. “That’s enough for 
me, 


until you’re ready for more.” 
This close, Ron was warm and solid, his breath coming in 
rapid huffs against Drew’s ear. He smelled like rain and the 


outdoors, and God, Drew wanted to keep him there, held 
close 


to his chest, forever. 


Shutting his eyes, Drew tightened the arm around Ron’s 
waist. 


He cupped the back of Ron’s head with his other palm. 
Ron let out a soft sound. He molded his body closer, his face 


resting in the curve of Drew’s neck. One hand fisted in 
Drew’s 


hair. The other climbed up his back to curl around his 
shoulder. 


Drew opened his eyes, frowning. Holding Ron like this felt 


good—in fact, it felt right in a way nothing had since 
William’s 


death, and he didn’t want to think about how scary that was 
—but 


something seemed off. Fine tremors shook Ron’s body, and 
the 


Shaking couldn’t be from the cold rain because it hadn’t 
started 


until just now. 
Something’s wrong. He’s upset, or sad, or something. 


Fear hit Drew like a blow to the gut. He stood frozen, 
wanting 


to help Ron but unsure of what to say or do. The vague 
fluttering 


that used to signal the start of a panic attack twenty years 
ago 


started in the center of his chest. Which was stupid and he 
knew 


it, but all the memories and the what-ifs ganged up on him 
and 


his breath started coming short and fuck, he didn’t want Ron 
to 


see him like this. It would just make things worse. 

Drew cleared his throat. “I. Uh. L-let me just... I, | need...” 
Ron pulled back and pinned Drew with a worried look. 
“Drew? Are you okay?” 


“Oh, yeah, | just, |. Um.” Pull yourself together, Drew. He 


These haunted heighTs 161 


gestured toward his bedroom. “I gotta go piss. Be right 
back.” 


Letting go of Ron, he forced a smile and started walking. His 
legs 


felt like rubber. “We can watch a movie, if you want. Go pick 
out 


whatever you like. They’re on the shelf by the TV.” 
Ron’s brows pulled together, but Drew didn’t hang around to 


find out what he had to say. He stumbled toward the privacy 
of 


his bathroom as fast as he could, not daring to look behind 
him 


or let himself listen to Ron asking him if he was sure he was 
all 


right. With the door shut and locked behind him, he turned 
on 


the water to cover the silence when he slid to the floor with 
his 


eyes squeezed shut and his head in his hands. 
When he stopped shaking, he pushed himself to his feet, 


flushed the toilet, splashed cold water on his face, and 
opened 


the bathroom door. 


Ron stood on the other side, gnawing on his thumbnail and 
looking nervous. Shit. Drew tried to step around Ron, but the 


bastard moved in front of him. A faker-than-fake smile 
spread 


across his face. “Hey. You sure you’re all right? Only, you 
know, 


you looked a little shaky, is all.” 
Drew leaned against the door frame. Fucking hell, he was 


tired. “Look, it’s nothing, okay? Let’s just go watch a movie 
and 


forget about it.” 
A stubborn expression slid behind the fake smile on Ron’s 


face. The combination unsettled Drew, because the 
stubbornness 


had become as familiar and comfortable as his favorite 
jeans and 


that freaky-ass smile did wrong things to the sweet curve of 
Ron's 


mouth. Drew couldn’t feel too sorry when it faded away. 
“I’m not stupid, you know.” 
What the fuck? “Huh? Where the hell did that come from?” 


The crease between Ron’s eyebrows deepened, but the 


expression in those blue eyes was raw as an open wound 
and 


goddamn if Drew could figure out why. “You were fine when | 
got here.” 
Oh. Fuck. “Yeah, well.” Drew cast around his brain for a way 


to explain himself without bringing up things he never 
wanted 
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to talk about again as long as he lived, but nothing came to 
mind. 


He rubbed a hand over his face. “Do we have to do this right 
now?” 


Drew figured he should’ve expected the lack of a response 
to 


that question. Ron stepped back, staring at the floor. His 
throat 


worked. “Maybe | should go.” 
The fear kicked Drew in the stomach again, but he shoved it 


away because he knew sure as shit that if Ron saw it, he’d 
leave. 


And Drew could not let that happen. The need to keep Ron 


there, to kiss away that awful kicked-puppy expression and 
bring 


back his real smile, burned hot and hard in Drew’s gut. 
He didn’t think about it, and he didn’t talk. Talking only got 


him in trouble. Instead, he closed the distance between 
them and 


wrapped Ron in his arms. Pulled the tense body flush 
against his 


and held on in spite of the way Ron’s shoulders hunched 
and his 


spine stiffened. 


“Don’t go.” Drew nuzzled Ron’s hair. “I don’t want you to 


” 


go. 
Okay, so that was talking. But it seemed to do the trick. The 


tightness eased from Ron’s muscles. His arms slipped 
around 


Drew’s waist, hands digging into Drew’s back so hard he 
figured 


he’d have finger-shaped bruises tomorrow. Which was fine 
by 


him, if it meant he got to have this moment. 


What exactly that said about him—especially about the 
flutter 


in his stomach every time he kissed Ron, or touched him, or 


conjured his smile in his mind—Drew didn’t want to think 
about 


right now. Or ever, really. 
Lifting Ron’s chin for a deep, claiming kiss probably wasn’t 


the best way to keep thoughts of how Ron made him feel at 
bay, 


but Drew did it anyway. When the kiss ended a long, 
glorious 


time later, Ron peered up at him with a dangerous mix of 
heat 


and tenderness in his eyes that shook Drew right down to 
his 


bones. 


Damn. And here he’d thought sex was the biggest danger. 
He 


hadn’t counted on love. 
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Ron stayed. 

Drew made grilled cheese sandwiches even though it was 


really too early for lunch, because he hadn't eaten yet and 
neither 


had Ron. Chocolate Pop Tarts didn’t count, in Drew’s opinion. 


They took sandwiches, sodas, and a bag of chips into the 
living 


room to watch the few action movie DVDs he owned. Which 


was good, not only because Ron curled into Drew’s arms on 
the 


sofa after they’d eaten and holding him felt like every sappy 
love 


song Drew had ever heard, but because the movies kept 
them 


from talking about what Drew knew they’d both come to 
realize. 


Mostly the last reason. 
If that made him a coward, so be it. Thank God for car 


chases, martial arts street fights, and Jason Statham’s bare 
chest. 


When the credits started rolling on Transporter 3, Ron sat 
up with a sigh. “I really should go now. | need to get started 
developing some of my latest film.” 

“Stay.” Drew took hold of Ron’s arm and pulled until he fell 
back onto Drew’s chest. “l'Il make you dinner.” 

Ron laughed. “As tempting as that sounds, I can’t. I really do 


need to get into my darkroom tonight.” 


“Hm.” Clamping one hand onto the back of Ron’s head and 


squeezing his ass with the other, Drew dragged him down 
into 


a long, deep kiss. “Just promise me you'll eat something 
beside 


Pop Tarts for dinner.” 


He smiled against Drew’s mouth. “I promise.” One more 
kiss, 


light and quick, then he pushed back. His smile faded. He 
gazed 


down at Drew with an intensity that raised the hairs on 
Drew's 


arms. “Drew... |...” 
Drew tensed. He wouldn’t say it. Would he? Drew stared up 


into Ron’s eyes, his heart hammering hard enough to hurt. 
Part 


of him ached to hear those three little words. Another part 
wasn't 


sure he could face it again, even after twenty long years. 
Worse, 


he knew he couldn’t say it back. Not yet. 
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Ron studied Drew’s face for a long, silent moment. Some of 


the fire faded from his eyes. A wry smile pulled at one 
corner of 


his mouth. “Today was great, Drew. Thank you.” 

“Sure.” He let go of Ron so he could get up, then rose 
alongside him. “We'll go to the cave another time. Swear.” 
“I'll hold you to that.” 

Drew followed Ron into the kitchen and stood shuffling foot 


to foot while he pulled on his jacket. The rain had stopped, 
and 


sunshine peeked through the ragged edges of the clouds. 
Drew 


was relieved, because it meant he wouldn’t feel obligated to 
offer 


Ron a ride home. He felt guilty about that, but not guilty 
enough 


to brave the new awkwardness between them and offer the 
ride 


anyway. 
He hated how this whole dancing-around-the-“L word”- 


thing seemed to have destroyed their comfort with each 
other. 


And he really hated knowing the whole thing was his fault. 


Jacket zipped, Ron stood beside the back door and flashed 
the 


fake smile again. “Okay. So, | guess l'Il talk to you later, 
huh?” 


“Yeah.” Drew raked a hand through his hair. He wanted to 
say something, but he had no idea what. “I'll call you.” 
“Great.” Ron bit his lip. He glanced around the kitchen, as if 
looking for something, then nodded. “Okay. Talk to you soon. 


Bye.” He shot Drew a faint smile, turned and opened the 
door. 


Watching him walk away made Drew feel sick. 


Say something, stupid. Don’t let him leave without saying... 
something. 


Ron walked out the door, his gaze fixed on the ground. The 
door swung behind him. 
It seemed to be closing in slow motion. Drew had eons to 


lunge forward, elbow the door open and catch Ron by the 
arm 


before he got more than a couple of steps away. Everything 
sped 


up to normal when he cupped Ron’s cheek in his free hand 
and 


tilted his head up to kiss him. Ron let out a surprised 
squeak, but 


his mouth opened and his arms went around Drew’s neck. 


Drew broke away after a few minutes and rested his 
forehead 
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against Ron’s. “I’m glad you came over today. I... | really like 


spending time with you. I’m not good at saying those things, 
but 


it’s true.” 
Please get what I’m really saying here. Please. 
Ron didn’t answer, but the soft hitch in his breath was more 


eloquent than an entire soeech. He wound his fingers into 
Drew’s 


hair and clung. 
“I like it too,” Ron whispered after a few seconds. His voice 


sounded rough and shaky. He smiled, a real smile this time, 
and 


let go of Drew’s hair. “Talk to you soon.” 
Drew stood on the stoop and watched until Ron was out of 


sight in the trees, then went back inside to scrounge 
something 


for dinner. 
HOU 
Ron didn’t see Drew at all on Sunday, on account of Bluffs 


United Methodist Church springing an unexpected leak 
around 


the edge of the stained glass window behind the choir right 
in the 


middle of the first morning service. He got called in to fix it 
since 


everyone knew he was both good and available. 
After Drew’s phone call explaining the whole thing, Ron 


worked on his article until the rain let ups—another dreary 
gray 


downpour, just like yesterday—then took his camera outside 
to 


catch some shots of the steel-colored ocean with the 
horizon 


lost in haze. He stayed out on the bluffs most of the 
afternoon. 


When the drizzle started to turn into a proper rain again and 
the 


wind turned gusty, he headed back to the house. 


He was digging through the cabinets for the decaf coffee he 


knew damn well he’d bought a couple of weeks ago— 
regular 


coffee after four always meant a sleepless night—when his 
phone 


rang. Setting the box of spaghetti noodles on the counter, 
he 


fished the phone out of his jeans pocket and answered 
without 


bothering to check the name. “Hello?” 

“Hello, Ron? This is Channing, from Pearl Paranormal.” 
“Oh, hi, Channing.” Ron stood on his toes to check the top 
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Shelf. He spotted the lost bag of coffee behind a box of mac 
and 


cheese mix. “What’s up?” He stretched upward to grab the 
bag 


and headed for the coffee maker. 
“We've finished going over all the audio and video from our 


investigation of your place. | was calling to let you know 
what 


we found.” 


Surprised, Ron leaned his butt against the counter, the 
coffee 


bag still clutched in one hand. “You're already done?” 
“Yeah. Finished up a couple of hours ago.” 


“Wow. That was fast. | didn’t think you guys would be 
working 


on the weekend.” 


She laughed. “We work seven days a week, all year long 
except 


your standard holidays. Doesn’t say so on the website, but 
when 


it comes to evidence review we’re pretty much working all 
the 


time.” 

“I’m impressed.” 

“Thanks. So, is this a good time? Can you talk?” 

“Oh, yeah, sure thing. Hang on just a sec.” Deciding coffee 


wasn’t going to happen, Ron put down the bag, found a 
Lipton’s 


teabag in the catch-all bowl beside the stove, stuck it in a 
mug of 


hot water, put it in the microwave, and set the timer. “All 
right, 


I’m listening.” 


“Well, it’s like | thought. It looks like you have a residual 


haunting.” 
“Oh. | guess that’s good, right?” 


“Depends on how you look at it. Residuals have no 
intelligence 


behind them and can’t interact, so they certainly can’t harm 
you. 


But very, very few real ghosts could or would hurt you 
either, so 


there’s not that much difference in that respect.” 


It made sense, but Ron couldn’t help feeling relieved 
anyway. 


The idea of an intelligent, self-aware spirit up there sobbing 
every 


night broke his heart and gave him the creeps at the same 
time. 


He opened the microwave to stir his tea, shut it and started 
it 
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again. “Okay, so here’s the million dollar question. Did you 
get 


any physical evidence?” 
“We got the crying sounds on audio, of course. But we got 


photos, too. And some video.” She hesitated for a second. “| 
can 


email the files to you, if you want.” 
She sounded more cautious than Ron would’ve thought 


necessary. He frowned. “I’d love to see them, but you don’t 
have 


to send them if you’d rather not. l'Il take your word for it.” 
“No, | didn’t mean to suggest that | didn’t want you to have 


them.” She let out a sigh. “I wish your place wasn’t so far 
away. l|’d 


really like to be there with you when you see them.” 
“Why?” The microwave beeped. He opened it and took out 
the steaming mug. 

“Some of the images might be a little bit... upsetting to you. 
Or not. I’m not sure.” 

The back of Ron’s neck prickled. “What do you mean?” 


He reached for the sugar and stirred a healthy portion into 
his 


tea using the coffee spoon still sitting on the counter from 
that 


morning. 


“Well, you can see the man’s face in all but two of them, 
and, 


well, let’s just say the face matches the sounds. He’s 
obviously 


very depressed and probably had been for a while at that 
point, 


if | had to make a guess.” 
Ron’s stomach rolled. “Oh.” He stumbled to the table and 


sat down in the nearest chair. “Yeah, that’s...” He didn’t 
know 


what that was, exactly. He’d been curious to see whatever it 
was 


upstairs. This, though... “Wow.” 
“Yes. But listen, this is why | wanted to be there with you. 


Because this is nothing, nothing, to be afraid of, | promise 
you. It’s 


simply the way the whole residual haunting thing seems to 
work. 


It imprints images on a place, and no one really understands 
why 


particular images end up imprinting. They’re just photos, 
Ron. 


They can’t hurt you, and they can only scare you if you let 
them.” 


“Yeah, you're right.” But a man had once spent a lot of time 
in 
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the tower room feeling like he had no hope left, and the 
thought 


of being confronted with visual evidence of his suffering 
made 


Ron want to hide like a child. He drew a deep breath and 
blew it 


out. He’d never been good with that sort of thing. “Send 
them 


to me now. You can stay on the phone with me. Tell me what 
I’m 


seeing when | look at them. Is that okay?” 

“Sure. I’m gonna email them now, hang on.” A soft clunk 
sounded, followed by the faint tapping of computer keys. 
His tea clutched in one hand and his phone in the other, Ron 


forced himself to stand and walk to the desk where he’d 
parked 


his laptop. He woke it and set his mug down while the email 


program started downloading. He had mail from his sister, 
both 


his parents, and his Excursion editor, among others. 
Terrence 


had even emailed him. He shook his head, smiling. He could 
sort 


through those later. Right now, he wanted and dreaded the 
files 


from Pearl Paranormal. 


It took a minute, but finally the email popped up in his 
inbox. 


Channing came back on the phone immediately after. “You 
got 


it?” 


“It’s there.” He stared at the seven attached files. “What do 
l 


look at first?” 
“Just go in order. There’s three photos and one video. The 


rest are sound files. They’re all crying, nothing different 
from 


what you’ve been hearing all along, but | went ahead and 
included 


them anyway so you’d have everything we have that’s 
actual 


evidence that we can’t explain away as something else.” 


“Okay.” Ron wiped his damp palms on his jeans. “I’m 
opening 


the first photo.” 


“All right. This one’s a figure sitting on the floor. It’s pretty 


blurry, but | believe it’s genuine evidence.” 


I’ve seen the blur before. Reassured, Ron clicked open the 
file. A 


photo in shades of black, gray and white came up on the 
screen. 


At first he had trouble finding what he was supposed to see. 
Then 


he spotted it—a hazy grayish form huddled on the floor in 
front 


of the double French doors opening onto the widow’s walk. 
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Before, alone in the dark upstairs, he hadn’t had the 
presence of 


mind to take in any details. Now, with his mind relatively 
calm 


and the figure stilled by the photo, he could just make out 
what 


looked like the curve of a back and a head hanging low. 


“Do you see it?” Channing asked over the phone. “Like | 
said, 


it’s blurry, but there’s definitely a figure in there.” 


“Yeah, | see it.” Ron traced a fingertip over the faint shadow 
of 


the baseboard where it showed through the figure’s 
midsection. 


“It’s kind of like what | saw before.” 
“I thought it might be.” She cleared her throat. “Now, the 


next one’s different. It’s the same figure, still sitting, but a 
bit 


clearer. You ready?” 
No. Picking up his mug, Ron blew across the top, then took 


a sip. It tasted stale and not sweet enough, but he didn’t 
care. It 


was warm, and sipping it gave him an excuse to Stall for a 
second. 


You know you have no good reason to stall, you big chicken. 
He set the 


mug down. “I’m ready. Opening the next picture.” 
He did it before he could change his mind. The figure was 


clearer, just like Channing said it would be. It was from a 
different 


angle, so the outline of the stairway door frame yawned 
behind 


the translucent form. This time, Ron saw rounded shoulders, 


bent knees, and a vague suggestion of fingers clutching the 
back 


of the head. 
The face was hidden by something that might’ve been a fall 


of ghostly hair. Ron sagged in his seat. God, he really didn’t 
want 


to see the man’s face. 
He ignored the unrelentingly curious part of him that did 
want to see. 


“Even the way he’s sitting looks sad. Just as sad as he 
sounds.” 


Ron leaned forward, as if he could make out more details by 
getting closer. “I wonder what happened to him.” 


“Well. There’s no way to know for sure, unless we learn 
more 


about the history of this house. You said you'd already 
looked 


into it, right?” 
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Something in her voice sent a chill down Ron’s back. “Yes. 


Everybody said the house was haunted, but nobody knew of 
a 


death here.” He stared at the picture and thought of Drew. 
“Is 


there something you’re not telling me?” 


Silence. Ron sipped from his mug again, just to have 
something 


to do. “I’m not keeping anything from you,” Channing 
answered 


after several long seconds. “It’s just that in the next photo 
and 


the video, you can see the man’s face, and he’s obviously 
very 


distraught. It’s actually kind of unusual for us to find 
something 


like this. It affected all of us, and I just thought it might 
affect you 


more since you’ve lived with the crying for a while now.” 
“Oh.” Ron couldn’t shake the feeling that something else lay 
behind Channing’s words. It eluded him, so he ignored it, for 
now. 

He set the mug down and put his fingers on the trackpad. 


His heartbeat slowed to a hard, painful thud-thud-thud. 
Seeing this, 


making it real, was so much more difficult than he’d thought 
it 


would be. 


When Channing answered, her voice was soft and gentle. It 
reminded Ron of his aunt’s. “You don’t have to look at any of 
this if you don’t want.” 

Ron ran his free hand through his hair. “No, | do.” 


Not want to . Have to. He wasn’t sure why. All he knew was 
the 


drive inside him to see, no matter how awful it might be. 
Either 


morbid curiosity, or a way of honoring the dead. Maybe 
both. 


At least Channing took him at his word. “Okay. I’m right 
here, whenever you're ready.” 

“I’m opening it.” Hunching his shoulders as if the position 
could protect him from what he was about to see, he clicked 
open the next file. 

He couldn’t make sense of it at first. A grayish blur slashed 


across the grainy gray darkness. The French doors showed 
asa 


vague pattern of criss-crossing white lines behind it. The 
blur 


was obviously the focus of the shot, but it resembled 
nothing so 


much as a smear of watery clay. 
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He was on the verge of asking Channing what he ought to 


be looking at when he saw the feet. Bare feet hovering 
several 


inches off the wooden floor, toes fanned out as if to hold on 
to 


a precarious balance. Once the feet came clear, the rest 
Snapped 


into focus —the stiff legs, the bowed back, the hands 
clawing 


at a wide chest and straining neck as if he’d been trying to 
tear 


something out of himself. And the face. Head tilted 
backward, 


mouth open and twisted in agony, wide eyes fixed on 
something 


beyond the ceiling, beyond the sky. Beyond the world, Ron 
thought, staring in horrified pity at the photo. 

“Ron? You still there?” 

He started at the sound of Channing’s worried voice in his 
ear. He’d almost forgotten about her. “I’m here.” He touched 


the photo. 


“Are you Okay?” 
“Yeah, I’m fine. Just wondering who he was. And how he 


died.” Ron thought he could guess. The depth of despair 
evident 


even in the indistinct black and white pictures told him the 
man 


might well have taken his own life. 


“I know what you mean. We could speculate, I’m sure, but 
I'd 


rather not.” 
Ron’s lips twitched into a grim smile. He knew the two of 


them had been thinking along the same lines. “What’s on 
the 


video?” 
“He’s sitting on the floor crying. You can see his face. It’s not 


as bad as in the last picture, but he still looks pretty 
despondent. 


And you can hear him crying. If you listen really close, you 
can 


hear him saying something, but none of us could make out 
what 


it was, even when Koji cleaned up the sound on his laptop. If 
you 


can understand any of it, let me know. It starts at two 
minutes 


and seventeen seconds.” 

“Okay.” Ron sucked his bottom lip into his mouth. Let it go. 
Traced a fingertip around the trackpad so that the cursor did 
loop-de-loops on the laptop screen. Why was he so nervous 
about this? Impatient with himself, he opened the video file. 
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It must’ve come from one of the cameras they’d set up and 


left there, because the picture was still, silent and pitch 
dark. Ron 


couldn’t even figure out the angle at first. He’d just 
managed to 


pick out the faint line of the baseboard as his eyes adjusted 
to 


the dim light of the video camera, when a now-familiar 
misty 


gray form took shape in the far left of the camera’s field of 
view. 


The figure rocked in place, elbows resting on his bent-up 
knees 


and hands gripping his hair. With his eyes squeezed shut 
and 


his mouth stretched into the grimace of uncontrollable sobs, 
he 


radiated a black misery. Ron wanted to reach back through 
the 


years and fix whatever had gone wrong in the man’s life. 
The 


soft weeping Ron had heard since his first night here 
sounded a 


thousand times worse when paired with the sight of the 
stranger’s 


anguish. 
Ron picked up his tea and drank while the video played. On 
the other end of the phone, Channing waited in silence, for 


which Ron was grateful. As terrible as the video was to see, 
and 


to hear, he felt compelled to stick it out until the end. 


Besides, there was the matter of the words. Whatever the 
man 


said in this clip. If Ron could figure it out, he was damn well 
going to do it. 


When the video hit the two minute mark, he turned the 
sound 


all the way up, set his cooling tea down again and leaned 
forward. 


Any second now... 


The man’s sobs trailed into a harsh whisper. Gooseflesh 
broke 


out along Ron’s arms, even though he couldn’t make out 
any 


words. The hazy figure in the video rocked in place, 
alternately 


keening and mumbling to himself. 
No matter how hard he tried, Ron couldn’t understand any 


of it. Except right at the end, in the last few seconds before 
the 


figure faded into nothingness, something about the shape of 
a 


word seemed familiar. He couldn’t put his finger on why, 
though. 


He let out a shaky breath as the video ran out. “Wow.” 
Channing’s soft laugh held a perfect understanding of how 
Ron felt. “I know.” 
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Slumping in his chair, Ron lifted his mug and took a long 


swallow in an attempt to steady his frayed nerves. “I could 
tell 


he was saying something, but | couldn’t make out what it 
was. 


Sorry.” 
“No, don’t be sorry. We do this all the time, and none of 


us understood it, even through headphones. Don’t worry 
about 


it.” Her voice dropped lower. “Listen, don’t feel like you have 


to ever open those files again, because you don’t. | want 
you to 


understand that. But if you do watch that video again, and 
you 


make out what our guy’s saying, you'll call us, right?” 
Ron smiled. One born explorer always recognized a kindred 


spirit. She knew he’d watch it again, over and over if 
necessary, 


driven by the need to know. Just like she would. “Sure thing. 
And 


you'll call me if you guys figure it out?” 
“Of course.” A voice sounded in the background. Channing 


said something Ron couldn’t understand in response. “l 
have to 


go. Benji and | have a family thing this evening. You okay? 
Any 


questions or anything?” 
“No, I’m good.” Ron traced the corner of his laptop with 
one fingertip. Why did that one word on the video sound so 


familiar? He felt like he’d get it if he listened just one more 
time. 


Maybe two. “Thanks for everything, Channing. Seriously. | 
really 


appreciate you walking me through this. It was a lot harder 
than 


| thought it would be.” 
“Hey, no problem. | know how difficult it can be to actually 


see hard physical evidence of the things you’ve 
experienced. 


Makes it almost too real to handle, you know?” 

Ron laughed without humor. “You got that right.” 

“Call if you need us. Any time. Bye, Ron.” 

“Bye. Thanks again.” 

The call cut off. Ron set his phone on the desk. Without 
Channing on the other end of the line, the house seemed 


unbearably quiet. Lifting his mug, he took a sip. The tea had 
gone 


tepid. He set it down again with a grimace. 
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Just watch the damn video again. You know that’s where 
you're headed. 


It was true. As much as he hated seeing the unknown man’s 


sorrow played out on his laptop screen, he needed to 
scratch the 


itch in his brain. Figure out just what about a dead man’s 
words 


had triggered that weird sense of recognition in his mind. 
Teeth digging into his tongue, he opened the video file again 


and let it play all the way through. It didn’t make any more 
sense 


this time around. The next two times, he tried stopping it at 


strategic spots so he could think about what he’d just heard, 
then 


rewinding and playing the pertinent part again. 
It didn’t work. Neither did listening through his earbuds, or 


his cherished noise canceling headphones. He took a break 
for 


dinner, then came back to try again. 
On the fifteenth time through, listening to the video with his 


eyes shut, Ron got it. 


His eyes snapped open. “Oh, my God.” Had he really heard 
what he thought he’d heard? 


He clicked backward a few seconds, staring at the blurred 
face 


on the screen. The white lips rounded, once again forming 
the 


name Ron thought he’d heard before. 
Ripping off the headphones, Ron snatched his phone off the 


desk and speed dialed his Aunt Marjorie. She picked up on 
the 


third ring. “Hello?” 

“Aunt Marj, hi. It’s me, Ron.” 

“Of course. How are you, dear?” 

“Good. I’m... I’m good.” Ron glanced at the computer 
screen, where the video had stopped. “Um, look, | know this 


might seem kind of... out of the blue, but | have a question 
for 


you. About the house.” 
“Oh?” She didn’t seem all that surprised. Of course, she’d 


known him all his life, so he supposed she ought to be used 
to 


his propensity for digging into the history of places, 
especially 


when he was on assignment. “I’m happy to answer any 
questions 


| can, naturally.” 
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“Yeah. Okay.” Ron breathed in. Out. In again. God, this was 
hard. “Who'd you buy this house from? Who owned it before 
you did?” 

She laughed. “Well, that’s easier than your usual sorts of 


questions. It was a man named Drew LaSalle.” 


ChaPTeR sixTeen 


Ron shut his eyes. He’d half expected her to say it, but that 
didn’t make it any easier to hear. 


Stop it. Just because Drew sold her the house doesn’t mean 
this is his 


lover’s ghost you're looking at. It might not’ve been Drew’s 
name he was 


saying. You could’ve imagined that. It wasn’t exactly clear. 


Logic didn’t help. Ron knew in his gut he’d found his 
answers. 


And he didn’t like them one bit. 
“Do... do you...” He sounded as upset as he felt, which 


wouldn’t do. He’d rather his aunt remain ignorant of his 
personal 


dilemma, for now. He cleared his throat. “How long did he 
own 


the house, do you know?” 
“Well, I’m not positive, but | think it was about twenty, 


twenty-five years. Somewhere in that range.” The half-shy, 
half- 


sly tone she tended to use when discussing his love life 
crept into 


her voice. “Have you met Mr. LaSalle? He’s rather a reticent 
man, 


but very polite, and if one were inclined to listen to gossip, 
one 


might get the feeling that his preferences run the same way 
yours 


do. If you know what | mean.” 

Ron bit back a laugh. /f one were inclined. “You mean you've 
heard he’s gay?” 

A tiny, shocked gasp sounded over the phone. “Well, | 


wouldn’t put it quite that ba/d/y, dear, but... yes, | suppose 
you 


could say a few people have hinted in that direction. And he 
lives 


quite close by. In fact, I’m surprised you haven’t met him 
yet, 


as outgoing as you are and as much as | know you must 
have 


wandered along the beach.” She paused for a moment. He 
could 


practically hear the wheels turning in her brain. “Oberon 
James, 


you have met him, haven’t you? And you let your old aunt 
ramble 


on like that.” 
A hard ache twisted deep in Ron’s chest, remembering the 


way Drew had looked at him yesterday, as if he was oxygen 
and 
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Drew was drowning. Don’t go. | don’t want you to go. “Yeah, 
we've 


met. We’ve kind of become friends, actually. And before you 
ask, 


please don’t, okay? Not yet.” 


“All right, dear. But you do know you can call me if you’d 
ever 


like to talk about anything, don’t you?” 

“I know.” Opening his eyes at last, he smiled. “Thanks, Aunt 
Marj. | love you.” 

“Į love you too, dear. Say hello to Mr. LaSalle for me the next 
time you see him, won’t you?” 

“Sure thing.” Ron touched the stilled final shot of the video 


on his laptop screen. “lIl let you go. | know you have places 
to 


be, and | have some more calls to make. Talk to you soon.” 


“All right. It was good to hear from you, Ron. Goodbye.” 


“Bye.” 
He ended the call and sat there, phone in hand, staring into 


Space and wondering what to do now. The obvious next step 
was 


to talk to Drew. But how in the hell was he supposed to do 
that? 


He couldn’t see himself marching up to Drew and saying 
‘Hey, | 


heard you used to own this house, did your lover kill himself 
here 


and is that why you hate the place so much now? By the 
way, a 


recording of him haunts the tower room now. Just thought 
you 


ought to know. Maybe you could visit sometime.’ 

Yeah, that would go over just great. 

Ron dropped his head into his hands with a groan. He 
couldn’t confront Drew with this. Not unless he was sure. He 


needed more to go on than gut instinct and a vague noise 
ona 


digital video. 


Raising his head, he turned to peer out the window. Rain still 


fell in a steady curtain, barely visible in the deepening dusk. 
He 


scrunched his nose in frustration. 

Oh well. Drew had mentioned he’d be out all day tomorrow 
on a construction job in Florence. Ron would have plenty of 
time to talk to Tabby Purcell. If she couldn’t tell him the real 


story behind the man in the video, he’d find someone who 
could. 
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Somewhere. 
One way or another, he’d learn the truth. He just hoped 


bringing that truth into the open wouldn’t end up damaging 
the 


fragile bond he and Drew had developed. Not when he’d 
started 


to wonder if New York was really the forever home he’d 
always 


thought, if he’d left his heart on the opposite coast. 
OUOU 
By quitting time on Monday, Drew wished the weekend rain 


had continued and rained out this construction job, because 
it 


sure as hell hadn’t cooled things down like a cold front 
usually 


did. In fact, a nostalgic blast of summer weather seemed to 
have 


ridden in on its coattails. He’d overheard one of the other 
men 


saying the outdoor thermostat on the side of the house 
where 


they were working read seventy-five degrees, which meant 
it 


was probably closer to eighty out in the cloudless, breeze- 
free 


sunshine. 


Drew mopped his face with the damp, dirty T-shirt he’d 
taken 


off hours ago. At least he’d only signed on for one day. 
Thank 


God for all the various pre-winter boat and house upkeep 
people 


hired him for this time of year, or he might’ve felt compelled 
to 


contract for the whole job, which would suck. He didn’t mind 


construction as such, but he hated home renovation. Too 
much 


indecision, too many delays, way too many last-minute 
changes 


and new blueprints. 
“Hey, LaSalle.” 
Drew turned. Glen Wells strolled toward him, along with 


several other men who'd driven down from Sebastian’s Bluff 
for 


this job. They were a decent bunch, mostly, though he bet 
his 


toolbelt they’d turn their backs in a hot minute if they knew 
he 


liked dick. 


He smiled as the group approached. “Hey, Glen. What’s 
up?” 


“Me and the guys figured we’d head over to The Spring for 


a few beers when we get back to town. You wanna come?” 
He 


peeled off his Seahawks cap and ran a hand through his 
short 


blond hair. “Too fuckin’ hot out here for October, 
goddammit. 
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| need a drink.” 


Drew thought about it. He’d been hoping to see Ron tonight. 


It was still early, though. A couple of drinks might make it 
easier 


to face the giant heart-shaped elephant in the room 
between 


them, since it didn’t seem likely that either of them would 
man 


up enough to acknowledge it. “Sure. | need to make a call 
first, 


though. I’m just gonna go see if | can use Mark’s cell.” Drew 
had 


worked with the foreman lots of times before. He never had 
a 


problem with his men borrowing his phone for personal 
calls. 


“I think Mark’s gone already.” Mike Parsons fished his cell 
out 


of the front pocket of his baggy jeans and held it out to 
Drew. 


“Here, you can use mine.” 
Drew took the phone. “Thanks. It won’t take but a minute.” 
Mike grinned, flashing braces and making him look even 


younger than he was. “No prob, dude, | got unlimited 
minutes.” 


Drew nodded, hoping Mike didn’t mind getting carded. Kids 


barely over legal drinking age usually hated that. “Okay, 
great.” 


He flipped open the phone and dialed Ron’s number from 


memory, walking away at the same time in what he hoped 
was 


a Casual manner. The last thing he needed was for these 
guys to 


hear him talking to his... 
His what? Lover? Hardly, even though they both wanted it. 


Boyfriend? Could he call Ron that, when this whatever-it-was 
had 


to end in a couple of months? 
Not that it mattered. The point was, if this bunch heard him 


talking to the man he'd developed feelings for—and 
desperately 


wanted to fuck—he could be in big trouble. As in, guys-with- 


hammers-coming-after-him trouble. Maybe he was wrong, 
but 


he didn’t want to find out for sure the hard way. So he 
walked far 


enough away that they wouldn’t overhear. Let them think he 
was 


talking to a woman and didn’t want them to hear him saying 
the 


sappy things he imagined women liked. 

Ron’s voice in his left ear startled Drew out of his thoughts. 
“Hello?” 

“Hi, Ron. It’s me.” 
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“Drew, hi.” Ron sounded pleased. “Where are you? This isn’t 
your phone.” 

“No, I’m still at the work site. I’m borrowing a cell.” Drew 


glanced over his shoulder. The five other men huddled 
together, 


Sniggering like a bunch of eighth-graders while the rest of 
the 


crew, mostly locals from Florence, left. He shook his head. 
“What're you up to? |. Um. | missed you today.” 
Ron’s indrawn breath came over the phone loud and clear, 


making Drew ache with the need to touch him. “Me too. | 
haven’t 


done much of anything today. Just hung out. Took some 
more 


pictures. What about you? How was work?” 


“Hot.” Drew ran his soaked T-shirt over his chest, mopping 
up more sweat. “Listen, I’m gonna go out with the guys fora 


couple of beers. You want to come over to my place ina 
couple 


of hours for dinner? Or we could go to Carrie-Anne’s if you’d 
rather. It’s shrimp platter night.” 


Silence. Drew chewed his lip. What in the hell possessed 
him 


to do that? Everyone in Sebastian’s Bluff hung out at Carrie- 


Anne’s Diner, especially on Monday night when they served 
up 


their fried shrimp special. Maybe Ron didn’t want to be seen 
in 


such a public place with Drew. Hell, maybe he should’ve 
thought 


the whole thing through a little bit more. The old folks 
already 


gossiped about him, since he never dated women and he 
used to 


live with a man. Being seen in Carrie-Anne’s with Ron 
wouldn’t 


do a damn thing but start more tongues wagging. He 
shouldn't 


care, but he had to live here. 


Do you? What’s keeping you here? Especially if you care 
about Ron as 


much as you think you do. 
Christ, he really didn’t need that idea in his head right now. 
“You know what, I’ve got an interview in town in a little 


while,” Ron answered finally. “It shouldn’t take too long, so | 
can 


meet you at Carrie-Anne’s after | get done. You said a couple 
of 


hours, right? So, around seven-thirty?” 
“Sounds good. l'Il see you then.” Drew rubbed the hand still 


clutching his shirt over his thigh and wished it wasn’t so 
damn 
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hard to say what he felt. “I... | can’t wait to see you again.” 
Jesus, 


he felt stupid saying that, but it was the truth, and he’d 
been 


raised to always tell the truth. The lesson had sunk in, even 
if his 


folks didn’t like the results sometimes. 


Like when he’d come home with William and announced he 


was gay and in love with a man. Yeah, some truths didn’t 
play so 


well in their purest form. 
Ron let out a soft noise. “I can’t wait to see you either. | 


wish...” The sound of his ragged breathing floated through 
the 


connection, and Drew frowned. “You know | want to go to 
bed 


with you. But it’s not just that. | just want to... to be with 
you. 


However | can. | want to help you with... with everything. | 
don’t 


know how to Say it, and it’s so stupid to have this 
conversation 


over the phone.” He laughed, a sound without any humor in 
it. 


“I’m sorry. I’m rambling like an idiot. Ignore me. l'Il see you 
at 


seven-thirty. Bye.” 
He cut the connection before Drew could say a word. 


Stunned, Drew pulled the phone away from his ear and 
stared at 


it. What the hell? 


“Drew!” Mike called. “C’mon, man.” 


“Yeah. Coming.” Plastering a bland expression on his face, 
he 


turned and headed back to the group. He handed the phone 
back 


to Mike. “Here. Thanks.” 

“Sure.” Mike slapped him on the back. “Let’s roll.” 

The group scattered to their separate vehicles. In his truck, 
Drew rolled down the windows to let the breeze cool the cab 
as he drove. He followed Glen’s Jeep down the long, curving 
driveway out of the seaside estate. 


Once he turned onto the main road, Drew let his mind 
wander 


to Ron. He had no clue what was going on with Ron now. He 


wasn’t normally so rattled. Not even the other day, when 
Drew 


had looked into his eyes and seen something there he 
hadn’t seen 


in twenty years. Whatever could shake Ron up more than 
that 


couldn’t be anything good. 


He said he wanted to help me. What in the hell was that 
supposed to 
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mean? 


The possibilities weren’t numerous. He might be talking 
about 


Drew’s obvious fear of getting physical with him. Or Drew’s 


even more obvious aversion to that damn house. Possibly 
even 


Drew’s solitary life out on the bluff. That would make sense, 
Ron 


being the social type he was. He’d see the ways Drew’s life 
was 


broken and want to fix it. 


Drew wasn’t sure how to feel about that, but it didn’t 
matter. 


The point was, if Ron considered himself on a mission to 
help, 


he’d eventually learn things Drew didn’t want him to know. 
“Shit.” He hunched forward over the steering wheel, fighting 


a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach. Maybe Ron 
uncovering 


his secrets was inevitable, but that didn’t mean he had to 
like it. 


By the time he got to The Spring, he’d lost any taste he 


might’ve had for after-work socializing. He parked his truck 
in 


the oyster shell lot out back along with the rest of the group, 


pulled on the clean shirt he’d learned to always bring with 
him 


just in case, and went in anyway. Beer still sounded like a 
great 


idea. Besides, he didn’t think he could face the crazy whirl 
of his 


own thoughts if he went home to his empty house. 
Inside, the plain little bar felt blessedly cool after the 


afternoon’s heat. The place was busy, like it was most 
evenings. 


The buzz of conversation rose above the music from the old- 


fashioned juke box in the corner. The group found a free 
table 


beside the tinted front window and crowded around it. Glen, 
Mike, and the others yakked about the couple whose house 


they’d been working on, discussing the woman’s body and 
what 


all they’d like to do to it in excruciating detail, and boasting 
about 


how she kept flirting with them. 
Drew hid a grimace behind his glass of draft. As if any of 


them had a chance, even if she had been flirting, which she 


hadn’t. She’d been friendly to all of them, but not like that. 


Sexually speaking, she only had eyes for her husband. Any 
idiot 


could see it. 


Drew had never had any gay friends. He wondered if gay 
men 
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talked about the men they wanted to fuck the way this 
bunch 


talked about the woman at the house, and if they were as 
clueless 


as these guys. Thank God not all straight men were this 
bad, or 


he figured women would’ve all given up and turned lesbian 
ages 


ago. 
He snickered. Grinning, Glen punched him on the shoulder. 


“I know, right? Funniest fuckin’ thing | ever heard. You 
should’ve 


seen Frank’s face, oh my God!” 
Everyone at the table howled with laughter. Drew faked it. 


Apparently the conversation had moved on without him 
noticing. 


He had no idea who Frank was, or what in the hell Glen was 


talking about, but it was easier to pretend he did since he 
didn’t 


really care. 
“Hey, hey look.” Gary Myers gestured toward the window 


with his bottle of Dos Equis. “There’s that kid from New 
York.” 


Drew’s heart turned over hard, even though he knew Ron 
would be in town. He glanced out the window as casually as 


he could, his glass cradled in his hands. Ron strode down 
the 


sidewalk, hands in the front pockets of his favorite dark blue 


jeans. He wore the hoodie Drew had seen on him about a 
million 


times before, with the logo of some band he’d never heard 
of. 


Icelandic, Ron had told him. For once, he didn’t have his 
camera 


bag. He looked strangely naked without it. 
God, he looked good. He a/ways looked good. Drew tore his 
gaze away and drank from his beer. 


“Damn little fag’s a pain in the ass,” Glen grumbled, glaring 


out the window. “Always taking his goddam pictures 
everywhere.” 


He shot a look at Drew. “No offense, Drew.” 
Alarms clanged in Drew’s head. He went stiff. “Huh?” 
“I mean, you guys are kind of friends, right? At least, I’ve 


seen you hanging out.” Glen shrugged. “So, nothin’ against 
you 


or anything, but the kid’s a pain in the ass.” 
Drew chuckled in sheer relief. “He can be.” 


“Dude.” Mike leaned close, his eyes wide. “Is he really 
queer?” 
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Drew froze, torn between the need to tell the truth for its 


own sake and the desire to tell the truth just to watch the 
war 


between curiosity and horror make Mike’s head explode. But 
it 


wasn’t his truth to tell. 
And the fact that Ron turned down the next street, walked 


right up to the second house from the corner on the east 
side— 


just visible from where Drew sat—and knocked on the door 


drove Mike and anything he might think right off of Drew’s 
“things that are or may ever be important” list. 

Tabby Purcell. She was Ron’s “interview” in town? Fear and 
fury boiled in Drew’s gut. 

“None of your fucking business, Mike.” Drew drained his 


beer while Mike gaped at him, dug a five out of his wallet 
and 


Slapped it onto the table. “Think I’m gonna head out now. l'II 
see 


you guys later.” 
He ignored the chorus of confused goodbyes from behind 


him, all his attention focused on getting the hell away from 
the 


crawling sensation of being stared at so he could think. 
Outside, he walked down the street in the opposite direction 


from Tabby’s house, toward the water. His pulse thudded 
hard 


and fast in his ears, and his jaw clenched tight as if to keep 
the 


rage inside him from coming out. Which didn’t make any 
sense, 


really. Tabby might be a few crayons short of a full box, but 


she was an expert on the history of Sebastian’s Bluff. 
Everybody 


knew that. Ron was probably there for a town history lesson. 
Drew didn’t understand why he felt so betrayed. 
No, that was a lie. He knew exactly why he felt that way. 


Because Tabby knew the worst thing that had ever 
happened to 


him. She’d leave Drew’s name out of it, but she’d tell Ron 
the 


story because it was a piece of the town’s tragic past that 
not 


many remembered and she couldn’t resist that sort of shit. 
She'd 


tell him, and Ron was smart enough to put two and two 
together. 


He’d figure out what Drew had been keeping from him all 
this 


time. 
And then what? 
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Drew stopped, staring at the waterfront park across the 
road. 


It honestly hadn’t occurred to him to think past the 
humiliation 


of Ron finding out, and the torture of having to relive it all. 
What 


would happen if Ron learned his secret? Would it really be 
that 


bad? Maybe it would be good for him to share that part of 
his 


past with someone besides Joe. Maybe it would help him 
finally 


get past it. 

All that might be true. But the fact was, he simply couldn’t 
face Ron’s pity. And he did not want to dredge up the unique 
agony of that night. 

Angry with life, angrier with himself for being angry and too 


confused about the whole fucking mess to think straight, 
Drew 


spun on his heel and strode back toward the bar. He had to 
get 


back home, where he could be alone. He’d call Ron and 
make up 


an excuse. Say he was sick or something. It wouldn’t put 
Ron off 


forever, but it would work for now. 


He’d figure out how to face Ron’s inevitable questions 
another 


time. 
A few minutes later, he pulled his truck out of The Spring’s 


parking lot and into the street. He tried not to look down the 
side 


street at Tabby’s house as he drove past, but he couldn’t 
help it. 


He wondered if Ron saw. 
HOU 
“Here you go.” Tabby set a huge yellow mug with stylized 


black cats on it on the kitchen table at Ron’s elbow, settled 
in the 


chair across from him and picked up her own mug. It was 
blood 


red with orange stars. “Now. If | remember right, you 
wanted to 


know about your haunted house.” 
Nodding, Ron took a sip of his coffee. It was good. Some 


kind of dark roast, brewed strong, with a generous amount 
of 


cream and sugar. “Everyone talks about the house being 
haunted, 


but no one seems to know how it got that way. From what 
you 


said at Parker’s, | think you do. I’m hoping you'll tell me.” 


She eyed him with the same caution she had when he 
talked 


to her in the store. It scared him and irritated him at the 
same 
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time. Especially now, when he had a pretty good idea of 
what she 


might tell him. 

A sly smile pulled at the corners of her mouth. “You figured 
somethin’ out since the other day.” 

Damn, she was good. He hoped his stealing part of her 
thunder wouldn’t keep her from talking to him. “Not really. | 


don’t know anything. All | have is a hunch. | don’t have any 
facts. 


That’s what | need from you. Facts, if you have them.” 
She nodded. Lifting her mug, she took a drink. She sat in 


silence for a moment, watching him with a thoughtful 
expression. 


He waited as patiently as he could. 
“You’ve gotten to be friends with that Drew LaSalle, right?” 


Ron’s insides clenched. He clutched his coffee mug tighter 


and made himself smile. “Yeah. He lives right down the road 
from me. We hang out some.” 


Hang out. There’s an understatement for you. He sipped 
from his 


coffee to stifle an inappropriate urge to laugh. 
“Strange fella, that one.” 
“Maybe. Then again, maybe he has his reasons.” He ran his 


thumb along the rim of his coffee mug. “I like him. He’s a 
good 


man.” 


Tabby’s eyes narrowed. Ron held her gaze. He had the 
strong 


feeling he was being tested. He didn’t understand how or 
why, but 


he knew he had to pass if he wanted Tabby to tell him 
anything. 


After several seconds of squirm-inducing scrutiny, Tabby set 


her mug down with a clunk. “Stay right there. | got 
somethin’ t’ 


show ya.” 
“All right.” Ron watched, puzzled, as Tabby rose and hurried 


down the narrow hallway into the back of the old house. 
What 


the heck was she doing? 
He had his answer a couple of minutes later, when she 


returned with a thick flowered scrapbook held close to her 
chest. 


She pulled her chair around to his side of the table and 
plopped 


into it. “This is my collection of newspaper clippings from 
back 
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in the eighties. | got a book for every ten years. Lots of stuff 


goin’ on here in the eighties. Drugs and crap. Had a gang, 
even. 


Who’'d’ve thunk it, in a podunk little town like this, huh?” 
“Yeah.” Ron eyed the dusty old book with trepidation. 


“You're not going to tell me my haunted house has anything 
to 


do with drugs.” 
“Nope. Well, who knows. Maybe. How the hell do | know? 


But | don’t much think so.” She flipped the book open 
toward 


the back, turned forward a few pages and slid it toward Ron. 


“There. That’s your ghost right there.” 


Ron didn’t want to look. Didn’t want to find out his 
SUSPICIONS 


were real. But it wasn’t in his nature to turn away from the 
truth 


when he had it in front of him. He set his coffee on the table 


and bent over the yellowed bit of newspaper taped to the 
page 


of Tabby’s scrapbook. 

The piece was short, and the only name in it was the cop on 
duty—Joe Cooper, God, of course—but it told Ron everything 
he needed to know. 

Twenty years ago this past March, in an unidentified house 
about a mile outside town, a man killed himself. 


The article didn’t give the exact location, the man’s name, 
or 


the method of suicide. “No comment ‘til we notify the next 
of 


kin,” Joe had said, according to the reporter. 


It didn’t matter. The time frame and general location 
couldn’t 


be coincidental. Ron covered his face with his hands. 
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“Joe’s a good fella,” Tabby said, her voice soft. “He made 
sure 


to keep all the details out of the papers.” 

Ron nodded. Unable to speak, he silently thanked Joe for 
looking out for Drew. 

““Course, anybody payin’ any attention figured it out soon 
enough.” She sighed. “If you wanna know the truth, | reckon 


most folks was happy to just ignore the whole business. 
Pretend 


it never happened. Easier that way, you know?” 
Ron knew. He wished he didn’t. Growing up gay in New 


York meant he’d grieved the deaths of friends before, 
including 


one who’d shot herself with her stepfather’s pistol. He knew 
the 


pain of being overlooked by those who couldn’t—or didn’t 
want 


to—understand. For a gay man, suffering through the loss of 
a 


lover to suicide twenty years ago in a town like Sebastian’s 
Bluff 


must’ve been hell. 

Pity and helpless anger churned together in Ron’s gut. He 
dropped his hands and met Tabby’s gaze. “You shouldn’t be 
telling me this.” 

One of her skinny shoulders hitched up. “Likely not. Ain’t 


my place.” She leaned forward, her eyes gleaming. “Then 
again, it 


ain’t your place to ask, either.” 

That surprised a laugh out of him. “Point.” 

She stared at him, her expression grim. “A splinter ain’t 
nothin’ but a splinter. But if you leave it in your hand, it can 


poison your whole body. Kill you, even. This one’s been 
there a 


long time. The poison’s got buried deep down. You and | 
both 


know it’s gotta be dug out. We're just takin’ the knife to it, is 
all.” 


Shaken, Ron picked up his mug and sipped his coffee. She 


was right. He knew it, even if her methods weren’t exactly 
on the 


up and up. Drew had suffered for too long already. If Ron 
could 


break him out of his inertia and end his unhappiness, he’d 
do it. 
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Even if it means he never speaks to you again? 

Ron stared at the curl of steam rising from his cup. Could he 
do it? Could he confront Drew with this information, knowing 
he might lose Drew’s trust forever? 


What if he never faces it on his own? What if he spends the 
rest of his 


life alone, because you were too scared to tell him you knew 
and you wanted 


to help him? 


Closing his eyes, Ron put his mug on the table. He’d do it. 
Of 


course he would. 

He only hoped Drew would forgive him. 

HU 

He didn’t stay much longer. Tabby wasn’t one for small talk. 
Good thing, since chatting about nothing was the last thing 
Ron wanted to do. He thanked Tabby for the coffee and the 


information and left. 


A glance at his watch told him he had over an hour before 


he was supposed to meet Drew. Hunching his shoulders 
against 


the growing chill of the evening, he headed down the 
sidewalk 


toward the water. Maybe he could sit on one of the park 
benches 


overlooking the town’s pretty little bay and plan what to say 
when 


he saw Drew. God knew he had the time. Watching the 
waves 


roll over the rocky beach always calmed his mind and 
helped him 


think. 
He’d barely reached the waterfront park and settled ona 


bench when his phone rang. It was Drew’s ringtone. His 
pulse 


picked up. Reaching into his pocket, he fished out his phone 
and 


thumbed the answer button. “Hi, Drew. What’s up?” He gave 
himself a mental pat on the back for sounding more or less 
normal. 


A silence just long enough to make him apprehensive 


followed. “Sorry, but | can’t make it to dinner. I, uh... | 
started 


feeling sick at the bar, so | came on home. Um. Sorry.” 
Something in Drew’s voice sounded off. Ron frowned. “Oh. 
Okay. I’m sorry you’re sick. Is there anything | can do? Can | 
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bring you something?” 

“No, don’t do that.” 

This time, panic sharpened the edges of Drew’s tone. Ron 
leaned forward, scared now. “Drew, what’s wrong?” 
“Nothing. I’m fine. Just a little stomach bug, probably. l'Il be 
fine. Honest.” 

He was a terrible liar. “Drew—” 

“I'll see you later. Bye.” The connection went dead. 

Ron clutched his phone between his hands and stared out 
over the ocean. His stomach felt leaden, but his mind raced. 


Drew’s lie was obvious. His reason was just as clear—to 
keep 


from seeing Ron. 


The question was, why? Why would Drew avoid him now, of 


all times? What the hell could have happened in less than 
an hour 


to shake Drew badly enough that he’d pretend to be sick so 
he 


could break their date? 
Ron shook his head. Drew was the sort of man who'd swear 


on his death bed it was just a head cold, and he expected 
Ron to 


believe him when he admitted to feeling sick? 
Yeah. Right. 
Moved by a rush of determination, Ron rose to his feet. 


So Drew didn’t want to see him? That was just too damn 
bad, 


because he wasn’t leaving Drew’s doorstep until he got 
some 


answers. 
He shoved his phone back into his pocket and started the 


long walk to Drew’s house. If the upcoming confrontation 
went 


his way, things between them were about to change for the 
better. 


God, he hoped it went his way. 
OOOO 


The second Drew spotted Ron walking up his drive, he 


realized he should’ve known all along his stupid fucking 
story 


about being sick wouldn’t work. He never could lie worth a 
crap 


in the first place, and Ron was a goddamn journalist. People 
like 
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him always knew when you weren’t telling the truth. 
Swearing under his breath, Drew let the curtain fall back 


across the living room window. Maybe if he pretended he 
didn’t 


hear when Ron knocked, he’d go away. 
Drew made sure the lights were off and both front and back 


doors were locked, then went into his bedroom and sat 
down 


on the unmade bed. He'd like to pretend he wasn’t hiding, 
but 


he was. Denying it to himself would be even more pathetic 
than 


hiding in the first place. Not to mention pointless. 
Several endless minutes later, the back door vibrated under 


Ron’s pounding fist. Drew jumped in spite of himself. He’d 


expected a polite knock, not an attempt to break his door 
down. 


He sucked on his bottom lip and kept quiet. 
Only a few seconds passed before Ron banged on the door 


again. The glass rattled in the panes. “Drew, open this 
fucking 


door, right now. | want to talk to you.” 
He sounded incredibly angry. Drew tried to think of a time 


when he’d ever heard Ron curse. He could only think of one 


the boat incident. “Shit.” 
He gripped the pile of sheets with both hands. Part of him 


wanted to go throw the door open and meet the challenge 
in 


Ron’s voice head-on. A larger part wasn’t sure he could face 
Ron 


knowing he’d talked to that crazy old bat Tabby and 
probably 


knew all about William’s suicide by now. 
How the hell did things get to this point? 


His back door shook in a way that meant Ron must’ve 
kicked 


it. “Goddammit, Drew, | know you lied to me,” Ron shouted. 


“Why? Why’re you avoiding me? What did | do? Just te// me, 
Okay?” 

He was furious. That much was obvious. Drew didn’t know 
Ron had that kind of anger in him. But underneath it, Drew 
caught the same edge he’d heard a couple of nights ago. 
Needy. Desperate. Like a lost little kid. 

Drew got all the way to the bedroom door before he realized 
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what he was doing. 

He rested his forehead on the wall beside the door, calling 
himself twelve kinds of idiot in his head. He should have the 


balls to go out there and face Ron. A real man would do it. 
Why 


the hell couldn’t he make himself do it? 


Gathering his courage, he leaned around the edge of the 
door 


frame and peered down the short hallway to the kitchen. He 


could just make out the silhouette of Ron’s head and 
shoulders 


in the back door window. Ron’s forehead rested against the 
glass. 


One clenched fist pressed to the pane beside him. The way 
he 


held himself suggested he wanted to batter the door down 
with 


his bare hands, but no longer had the spirit for the job. 
Drew figured it was Ron’s air of defeat that finally got him to 
walk down the hall. 

He threw the door open and pinned Ron with the best glare 


he could manage. “What the hell, Ron? | told you | was 
Sick.” 


Ron glared right back. “Bullshit. Why'd you lie to me? Why 
didn’t you want to see me tonight?” 
Drew’s stomach rolled. For a surreal moment, he thought he 


might throw up and make his lie come true. He looked away. 


ve 
l'm not—” 


“God, just stop.” Ron stared at him, breathing hard, blue 
eyes 


wide and bright. “I swear, | thought you were better than 
this. | 


thought you were... were braver than this.” 


Okay, that cut deep. Angry now in his own right, Drew found 


the courage to look Ron in the eye. He took a step closer. 
“What 


the fuck do you know about it? You don’t know shit about 
me or 


my life, so | think maybe you better just shut the fuck up 
while 


you're ahead.” 
A hint of fear crept into Ron’s flushed face. He didn’t back 


down, though, didn’t look away even for a second, and hell, 
Drew 


had to respect that. “I don’t know anything ‘cause you don’t 
tell 


me anything. God, if you’d just—” He broke off with a 
frustrated 


sound and threw both hands into the air. “Just te// me Drew! 
Tell 


me. Why can’t you—” 
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“Why can’t | what?” Drew interrupted before Ron could 


come right out and say te// me about when your lover killed 
himself. 


“Why can’t I tell my life’s story to some kid | barely know? 
So 


sorry to bust your bubble, but it’s not gonna happen. Get 
over 


it.” 


You already know more than I ever wanted you to. He bit 
back the 


urge to say it. 
Not that he needed the extra dig. The agitated pink drained 


from Ron’s cheeks along with all the anger and frustration 
and 


fear, leaving behind a naked hurt that seared itself straight 
into 


Drew’s soul. “Why can’t you trust me?” Ron whispered. 


The misery in Ron’s voice matched the look on his face to a 
T. 


Drew looked away before that wounded expression could 
make 


him do anything stupid. Like lay himself bare to a New York 
City 


player who’d leave him just as surely as William had. 
Okay, yeah. It was selfish. But he couldn’t do it again. What 


the hell had he been thinking, letting things get this far with 
Ron? 


He should’ve known he could never be “just friends” with a 
man 


he’d felt that drawn to from day one. How in the hell was he 


supposed to know he’d fall for him, though? It was just 
stupid. 


He feels it too. Drew stared into Ron’s wide, shocked eyes 
while 


time held still for a little while. You could have a chance. You 
could be 


together. 
He almost laughed out loud. Like Ron would ever leave the 


city to live here, with Drew. And Drew still couldn’t even 
think 


about sex with Ron without William’s face—dead, bloated, 


lifeless eyes fixed on him in accusation—getting in the way. 
How 


were they supposed to build a relationship on that? 
He didn’t have it in him to trust anyone else the way he’d 


trusted William. It wasn’t fair to let Ron think he did. The 
kindest 


thing to do, for both of them, was cut it off now. 
“This isn’t going to work. We both know it.” Drew tried to 


keep his voice calm and even. It almost worked. He stepped 
back 


inside, ignoring the way Ron’s hair fell over his face when he 


shook his head in denial. “Go home. Just... leave me alone.” 
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He shut the door, locked it and made his way to his 
bedroom. 


He stayed there, sitting on the floor with his back against 
the 


closed door and his head in his hands. He listened to Ron 
bang 


on his kitchen door, alternately begging and screaming 
insults 


Drew was surprised he knew. He didn’t move. Didn’t even 
feel 


tempted to. Not even when Ron called him a goddamn 
fucking 


coward and yelled that he hoped he died alone. 


That one hurt, but then again the truth usually did. He 
figured 


it was no more than he deserved. 
UU 
At first, Ron went back to Drew’s house at least two or three 


times a day, convinced that Drew couldn’t possibly have 
meant 


what he’d said. He was just scared. Something had 
happened— 


Ron still had no idea what, but it didn’t really matter at this 
point—and Drew was scared. Afraid of opening himself up to 


what was happening between them. He’d get past it, but he 
had 


to be pushed. So Ron showed up at his door every morning 
and 


every evening, and some afternoons as well, ready to talk it 
out. 


He hadn’t counted on Drew’s talent for avoidance. 
Drew’d been home more than once. At least, he thought so. 
It was hard to tell, with the lights off and the curtains drawn. 


He thought he saw Drew’s shadow a couple times. Most of 
the 


time, though, when he went over Drew’s truck was gone 
and Ron 


knew he’d gone out for the day on some odd job or other. 


After almost a week of fruitless effort, Ron gave up. He 
spent 


a rainy Saturday curled up on the sofa in his sweats, feeling 
sorry 


for himself, and wishing things were different. He didn’t cry. 
He’d 


done all his crying—and his throwing things and cursing 
Drew's 


name and generally acting like an ass—the night Drew told 
him 


it was over. 
It still made him cringe to think of the things he’d shouted 


at Drew through the locked kitchen door that night. Not all 
of 


them were untrue. Drew was acting like a coward. But he 
didn’t 


want Drew to die alone, and he wished with all his heart he 
could 


take that back. Even his anger and his hurt, justified as they 
were, 
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didn’t excuse that sort of cruelty. Especially given what he 
knew 


about Drew’s past. 

When Sunday morning promised to be cool but sunny, Ron 
decided he had to do something besides mope, listen to sad 
songs on his phone and attempt to stalk Drew. He loaded his 


camera with a new roll of film and headed out the back 
door, to 


go wherever his feet led him. 


North. Of course. He should’ve known it would be north. 


At least he had the sense to walk along the beach rather 
than 


up on the bluff. Still, he kept his head down and picked up 
his 


pace as he passed the crooked old steps leading up the 
Slope to 


Drew’s place. Which was weird, maybe, after nearly a solid 
week 


of unsuccessful attempts to get his attention, but there it 
was. 


He breathed easier once he got far enough away that Drew 


wouldn’t see him if he happened to come down the steps. 
Now 


that he’d chosen his direction, Ron decided to head for the 
small, 


enclosed beach he’d photographed early in his stay. The 
tide was 


out now. He wasn’t sure if it had already turned and had 
started 


to come back in or not, but it ought not to matter. There 
should 


be plenty of time to take some pictures before high tide. He 
wouldn’t find a more perfect opportunity. 


For the first time all week, he felt a spark of excitement. He 


jammed his hands in his jacket pockets and walked faster. 
When he rounded the tall, jagged stone outcropping that 


jutted from the bluffs toward the water, he saw a wide 
stretch of 


soft golden sand and low, jagged rocks gleaming in the sun. 
The 


two dark stone outcroppings joined the undercut bluff— 
thirty 


feet high there if it was an inch—to enclose the little beach 
ina 


ragged half-circle of sheer earth and stone walls. 


Ron smiled in spite of the depression still eating at his 
insides. 


This place was beautiful. Just what he needed to take his 
mind 


off Drew. 
Drew. If he shut his eyes, he could still see Drew’s face, pale 


and grim, unable to even look him in the eye while he cut 
him 


open and left him out on the back stoop to bleed like it was 
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“No, dammit. You will not let him spoil this for you. Not this 


day, and not the rest of your time here.” He squinted up at 
the 


wisps of clouds floating across the sky. He’d been giving 
himself 


the same pep talk—out loud more often than not— 
practically 


every day before heading out for the interviews and photo 
shoots 


he still had to do for the Excursion piece. So far, it hadn’t 
helped 


much to reduce the ache gnawing his chest hollow. 

He wondered if Drew hurt like he did. In his less charitable 
moments, he hoped so. 

A tremendous wave boomed against one of the rocks that 


rose from the water just beyond the tide line. Startled out of 
his 


thoughts, Ron lifted his head to look. Salt spray rose into the 
air, 


hung glittering like glass shards for a moment, then 
showered 


down onto the rock and the churning sea. 


It would’ve been a beautiful shot. A stunning shot. He’d 
have 


gotten it if he’d been paying attention. But no. He’d missed 
it, 


because he'd been feeling sorry for himself. Over a man. 
He laughed. It sounded a bit too much like a sob for his 
comfort, so he stopped. Good grief, how had this happened? 


How had he managed to get so stuck on one guy? It wasn’t 
like 


he couldn’t do monogamy, but still. He’d never gotten this... 


attached. Never had a man hook his heart like a damn 
catfish ina 


stream and reel him in. He hated it. 

Why couldn't he fall in love with a normal guy? 

Or at least someone who loved him back? 

Scratch that. Someone who would admit he loved him back. 
Good God, how messed up was it that he even had to think 
that? 

Another wave hit a different rock. It sounded almost like 


thunder, deep and wild and exciting. Closing his eyes, Ron 
stood 


still and breathed. The air smelled like the sea, evergreens, 
and 


something dead. A fish, maybe, left high and dry by the 
tide. A 


gust of wind whipped his hair around his head. 
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“It happened. It sucks, but it happened. Now deal with it. 
You 


can do this.” He opened his eyes. The sun shone, the wind 
blew, 


the waves swept across the sand, and boiled over the rocks. 
Life 


went on. 
Checking the settings on his camera, he strode off in search 


of a tide pool. Maybe that would keep his mind off the urge 
to 


go back to Drew’s place and keep pushing what was 
obviously a 


lost cause. 
UUW 
The tide pools hid sea urchins, tiny minnows, and colorful 


starfish. He shot half a roll between four different pools, 
then 


walked out to the edge of the waves to capture the break of 
the 


surf on the rocks. As always, the particular joy that came 
with 


finding that perfect shot took him, and he let himself get 
lost in 


it. 


He took a whole series of shots from the water’s edge, 
moving 


slowly from one side of the beach to the other. On the far 
side 


of the beach, the angle of the light across the bluff 
compelled 


him to clamber as far up the rock outcropping as he could 
get in 


order to capture some photos of the firs, trunks in shadow 
and 


tapered tops tipped with gold. 
Once up there, the view from his vantage point roughly 


fifteen feet above the ground was so gorgeous he had to 
take 


shots of the beach and the ocean as well. That done, he 
started 


to scramble back down with the intent of taking a few shots 
of 


the ocean from ground level. 


Then he realized that if he climbed up on that one narrow 


ledge he’d passed a few feet back and leaned over just so, 
he’d be 


able to see across the rocks to the other side. 


He hadn’t become a well-respected photojournalist by 
backing 


away from a tricky shot. Hanging his camera diagonally 
across his 


shoulder so that it rested at the small of his back, he 
retraced 


his steps, hauled himself up onto the small, sloping ledge, 
and 


peered through the cleft in the rock. 


On the far side, the waves slammed with savage force 
against 
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a sheer rock face only about a hundred feet away across a 
deep 


inlet where the water swirled like a dark, shallow river right 
up 


to the bluff. Captivated, he steadied himself as best he 
could, 


maneuvered his camera into his hand and started snapping 


pictures. 


As usual when he got caught up in his work, the time flew 
by. 


He frowned when he noticed the water spilling over the top 
of 


the inlet. How long had he been up here? 


Long enough to get a cramp. Wincing, he carefully shifted 
his 


weight and stretched his right calf muscle as much as he 
could in 


his precarious position. 

Behind him, he heard the unmistakable rush of water. Drops 
splashed the backs of his jeans. 

Uh-oh. Not good. 

Heart in his throat, he put the lens cap back on his camera, 
hung it at his side again and turned around. 


The tide had come in. Water swirled below his feet and 
rolled 


in heavy blue-gray waves several yards up the beach 
toward the 


bluff. 
“Crap!” He leaned back against the rock. “Okay. Get it 


together, Ron. Figure out how to get out of this. There’s got 
to 


be a way, right? Right.” 
Forcing himself to think past the panic hammering his pulse 


in his ears, he studied the rocks to either side and the 
churning 


waves several feet below him. The water was probably only 
up to 


his waist at this spot, but he couldn’t climb down here. In 
fact, 


the stone rose sheer out of the sand almost all the way to 
the low 


end of the outcropping, where he’d climbed up in the first 
place. 


Maybe he could jump in. He looked down. The water calmed 


long enough to reveal a jumble of rocks. He swore. So 
jumping 


was out. He’d have to go back out to the end and swim to 
shore. 


An enormous wave swallowed the last dozen yards of rock 


with a noise like a train rumbling past. Ron swallowed. “Oh, 
hell.” 


Okay, it was obviously too dangerous out there to swim. 
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Which meant he was stuck here on this rock until the tide 
went 


back out. 

He smacked his forehead with his hand. “Well, that’s just 
great. Way to be an idiot, Ron.” 

Oh well. He still had his camera and another roll of film in 


his pocket, and it was a nice day. He could move to that flat 
spot 


a little lower down on the rock and take some shots with the 
tide 


coming in. At least it would keep him busy while he waited. 


Moving as carefully as he could, he made his way out 
toward 


his chosen spot. Waves crashed against the boulders, 
soaking his 


Sneakers and the bottoms of his jeans with chilly salt spray. 
He'd 


almost made it when his foot slipped on the edge of the wet 


stone. He lost his balance, grabbed at a protrusion of the 
rock, 


missed, and tumbled into the water. 
The sudden shock of cold froze his limbs and squeezed all 


the breath from his body. He bobbed to the surface and 
hung 


there in the lull between swells, unable to move or draw 
breath. 


Then a wave smacked him in the back of the head, forcing 
him 


underwater for several terrifying seconds. He came up 
gasping, 


his sinuses on fire from a rush of seawater but his paralysis 
broken. 

Something about shoes reverberated in his head. Something 
about kicking off your shoes if you ever fell in the ocean and 
had to swim. Hadn’t he heard that somewhere? In any case, 


his feet could just touch the bottom between waves but 
every 


tremendous swell put him in water over his head, and his 
sneakers 


were making it damn hard to move. He toed them off. 
Instantly, 


he found he could kick. 


He struck out toward shore. At first, it was easy. The tide 
was 


on his side, the waves pushing him in exactly the direction 
he 


wanted to go. The problem was they kept trying to shove 
him 


into the rocks hiding under the surface. Every time he 
thought 


he’d gotten his feet, the force of the water swept him away 
again. 


He fought free of his jacket and let his camera drop to the 
ocean 


floor—God, that hurt—and it helped, but not enough. The 


constant struggle to avoid being smashed against hidden 
rocks— 
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never mind keeping his head above water—wore him out 
well 


Short of the shore. 
Another wave rolled him under. He came up gulping air, his 
heart pounding so hard it hurt. His arms and legs shook with 


exhaustion, and still he couldn’t stay on his cold-numbed 
toes for 


more than a second before the ocean grabbed him and 
tossed 


him away like a piece of trash. 
l'm going to drown. I’m going to die out here. 


The reality of it sent a rush of adrenaline through his blood. 


“Help me!” he screamed as loudly as he could. “Help! 
Someone, 


please!” 
He knew it wasn’t loud enough. His throat was raw from 


swallowing salt water and he was so tired he could barely 
drawa 


full breath. No way could anyone hear him over the roar of 
the 


waves, even if somebody was out there to hear. 
Nevertheless, he 


sucked in a lungful of air to try again. 
Before he could make a sound, a vicious current yanked him 
under. His ankle banged painfully against a rock. Cold, salty 


water flowed into his mouth and nose, and he fought the 
urge 


to cough. 


He tried to swim to the surface. The current wouldn’t let 
him. 


When he realized he was being dragged away from the 
beach, 


toward the open ocean, panic took over. He struggled and 


thrashed against the force of the water, but he couldn’t 
break 


free. 


Before long, his lungs began to ache with the need for air. 
All 


his energy gone, he went limp and let the current take him. 
He 


opened his eyes and looked up, in spite of the burn of salt 
water 


on his unprotected corneas. The sun’s disc wavered through 
a 


filter of opaque blue. 
It seemed to be coming closer, and he wondered if this was 


what it felt like to die. 


ChaPTeR eighTeen 


Drew dreaded Sunday. He’d tried hard to find someone to 


hire him that day, with no luck. Which meant he'd be stuck 
at 


home, hiding from Ron. 
The man was incredibly persistent. He’d been out at least 


once every day Drew had been home, trying everything 
from 


logic to seduction and everything in between to get Drew to 
talk 


to him. Even parking his truck behind a thick stand of trees 
a 


ways off one day so Ron would think he was off working 
hadn’t 


done much good. Ron just sat on the back stoop for a couple 
of 


hours, those little white buds stuck in his ears, singing along 
with 


the music on his smart phone. Drew couldn’t remember 
ever 


hearing him sing before. He couldn’t carry a tune worth a 
damn. 


It made Drew smile in spite of himself. 


On Sunday, Drew woke early, peered out the window, and 
knew he was doomed. He’d managed to find some indoor 


Carpentry work the day before, so he’d been gone all day, 
but he 


wondered if Ron had made it over, what with the all-day 
rain. 


Today, though... It was beautiful out. Ron was sure to come 
by. 


Early, most likely. He’d probably bring his camera, even. 
Snap 


some pictures of the few trees in this area with changing 
leaves 


in between bouts of yelling at Drew through the door. 
Drew groaned. “Jesus Christ.” He pulled on a pair of jeans 


and a Paddy’s Oyster House T-shirt, then went to make 
enough 


coffee to see him through the day’s ordeal. 
Morning slipped away with no sign of Ron, and Drew began 


to realize he might have a day to himself. So he fetched his 
shoes 


and jacket from the bedroom closet and headed outside. 


He absolutely was not looking for Ron. He wanted to get 


outside and enjoy this gorgeous fall day, that’s all. If he 
didn’t love 


the bluffs, the forest, and the Pacific views, he would’ve 
moved 


inland ages ago. The property taxes were sure as hell lower. 
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He walked north, following the narrow path along the edge 
of the bluff. The land turned high and rocky here, the beach 


broken up by natural jetties that reached far out toward the 
low 


tide line. You had to be extra careful near high tide, or you 
might 


end up stuck on a tiny patch of sand and grass between two 


impossible-to-climb rock walls and one sheer thirty-foot 
bluff. 


Dangerous as hell. It made for a spectacular view, though. 
All things considered, he supposed he shouldn’t have been 


Surprised to find Ron perched on one of the jetties, feet 
braced 


wide apart on a narrow ledge, happily snapping pictures of 
the 


inlet and cliff on the other side as if the incoming tide hadn't 


already trapped him there. 


Drew’s mouth went dry. What the hell was the idiot thinking, 
climbing out on that damn rock? 
As Drew watched, Ron turned around. Distance hid his 


expression, but he wasn’t stupid. He must’ve realized he 
was in 


deep shit. He glanced left, then right. Looked downward. 
And 


started edging toward the end of the jetty. 
“Fucking goddamn shit.” His pulse racing, Drew ran for 


the narrow, hidden pathway that ran from the top of the 
bluff 


down to the beach, just behind the northernmost jetty. 
“Ron!” 


he shouted without slowing down. “Stay there, dammit, just 
stay 


put!” 
Ron obviously didn’t hear him. He was still too far away, and 


the roar of the ocean against the rocks was too loud. Drew 
ran 


faster. 
Just as he reached the top of the path, Ron lost his footing. 


He fell, arms flung outward, and landed in the water. 


Drew’s heart slammed into his throat. Time slowed to a 
crawl. 


He had forever to memorize the slide of earth and stone 
under 


his feet as he threw himself headlong down the path, the 
sharp 


pain of something scraping his arm as he squeezed out of 
the 


narrow space behind the jetty and onto the beach, the 
glitter of 


the ocean in the sunshine. He scanned the water’s surface 
while 


he stripped down to his underwear. Spotting Ron’s head 
bobbing 
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at the top of a wave, he ran into the surf, jumped one 
breaker, 


dove beneath the next one, and swam underwater to the 
place 


where he’d seen Ron. 
He surfaced a couple of times, reoriented himself and kept 
going. Ron kept slipping away from him. After a few tries, he 


swam to where he was positive he’d just seen Ron. A wave 
rose 


and fell, and in that instant, he lost him. Ron was nowhere in 


sight. Fear crept in to chip away at the cold focus brought 
on by 


the sight of Ron falling into the water and the immediate 
instinct 


to save him. Then Ron came up several yards to Drew’s 
right, 


spluttering and gasping, his eyes wide and his strength 
clearly at 


an end. 


“Help me!” Ron screamed, his voice hoarse and weak. 
“Help! 


Someone, please!” 


Drew didn’t even have a chance to answer him before he 
went 


under again, as swiftly and suddenly as if he’d been pulled 
from 


beneath. 
Panic nipped at Drew’s insides. He forced it away, forced 


himself to stay calm and think. If he lost it now, Ron would 
die, 


and he himself might be in serious trouble. 


He scanned the water’s surface. No fins, no blood. Not that 
a 


Shark attack was all that likely, but still. Then he noticed the 
white 


foam streaking the water’s surface where Ron had vanished, 
a 


trail leading through the waves out to sea. 
Fucking rip current. Shit. 
Drew didn’t wait. Diving beneath the surface, he swam as 


quickly as he could away from shore, being careful to stay 
out of 


the current himself. He kept his eyes open, glancing 
sideways and 


looking for Ron. When he came up for air, he kept swimming 
and scanned the water for signs of Ron. 
It wasn’t that long before Ron surfaced, near the end of the 


current in the calmer, deeper water far from shore, but it 
seemed 


like forever. He popped up, floating on his back, eyes staring 


blankly up at the sky, and God, Drew thought he was too 
late. 


Fighting to swim while the pain in his chest made him want 
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to curl into a ball, Drew sidestroked over to where Ron 
floated 


unmoving in the gentle swells and slipped an arm beneath 
his 


shoulders. To his relief, Ron’s chest rose and fell in rapid, 
raspy 


breaths. His heart hammered so fast Drew could see the 
pulse 


jumping in his throat. 
“Ron?” Treading water, Drew pulled Ron close so that his 


head rested against Drew’s shoulder, with Drew’s arm 
across his 


chest to steady him. He brushed the hair from Ron’s face 
with his 


free hand. “Hey, it’s Drew. Talk to me, huh?” 
“Drew?” Ron’s voice sounded rough as sandpaper, but right 
then Drew had never heard anything more beautiful. 


“Yeah, it’s me. | saw you fall in.” Unable to resist, Drew 
pressed 


a kiss to Ron’s forehead. The skin there felt cold. “C’mon, 
let’s 


get you back to shore and out of these wet clothes so you 
can 


get warmed up.” 


““Kay.” Ron turned his head to nuzzle into Drew’s neck. 


He didn’t say anything else. Too worn out to talk, probably. 


That was fine with Drew. He figured they had some talking 
in 


their mutual future, but now sure as hell wasn’t the time. 
Rolling 


onto his back, one arm firmly around Ron’s chest and the 
other 


out to the side to help him swim, he began kicking back 
toward 


the shore. 
After a couple of minutes, Ron started kicking too. It didn’t 


help any, since he was obviously still too tired to make 
much 


difference in how fast they went and his feet kept banging 
against 


Drew’s shins, but the fact that he wanted to try made 
Drew’s 


heart turn somersaults. Damn, but the man had some spirit 
in 


him. 
“Just rest,” Drew murmured against Ron’s hair. “I’ve got you. 
No need to help me.” 


Ron’s breath gave a funny hitch, but he stopped kicking and 


lay still. 
When they neared the spot where the surf broke in earnest, 


Drew maneuvered them both upright and dug his toes into 
the 


sand, keeping his arm locked tight around Ron’s rib cage. 
“Okay. 
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Turn around and hang on to me. If | tell you to duck down, 
hold 


your breath and do it. Going under the wave’s the best 
thing, 


sometimes.” 


Ron nodded, pale but determined. Turning in Drew’s 
embrace, 


he slipped an arm around him and grasped the waistband of 
his briefs in an iron grip. Drew hooked his arm around Ron's 


waist, taking hold of the belt loop of his jeans, and they 
slogged 


through the hip-deep water toward the shore. 
They only had to duck under a couple of times. Drew could 


see Ron’s terror clear as day in his white face and round, 
glazed 


eyes, but he dove without hesitation the second Drew said 
the 


word. Drew admired that. Hell, he wished he had that sort of 
courage himself. Maybe if he did, his life would be different. 
Finally, after what felt like years, Drew hauled Ron out of the 


crashing surf and onto the damp sand. Ron sagged against 
him, 


breathing hard. “Oh, God, Drew.” His other hand came up to 
grasp at Drew’s shoulder with cold, shaking fingers. 
Drew had never seen Ron fall apart like this. His heart broke 


a little bit. He pulled Ron tight against him and kissed his 
hair. 


“Come on. Over on the grass, okay? You can lie down there. 
It’s 


just a few steps.” 


In fact, it was about twenty-five feet, but Ron nodded and 
let 


Drew lead him to it. He kept his death grip on Drew’s 
underwear 


and wouldn’t let Drew pull away from him even an inch. 
Which 


as just as well, really, because he shook from head to toe 
and 


there was no way he could've stood up by himself, never 
mind 


walked. 
Once they reached the strip of grass at the foot of the bluff, 


Drew lowered Ron to the ground and pushed him gently 
down 


onto his back. “We need to get those wet clothes off you so 
you 


can warm up.” He took hold of one curled leg, straightened 
it 


out and pulled off the sodden sock, then did the same with 
the 


other one. Ron’s feet were red and icy to the touch. “Can 
you feel 


your toes?” 
“They’re numb. | can tell you’re touching them, though.” 
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Pushing himself up to a sitting position, Ron peeled off his 
shirt 


and let it fall to the grass. He wrapped his arms around 
himself 


and lay back down, watching Drew with a strange fire in his 
eyes. 


Drew looked his fill, on the pretext of checking for injuries. 


Scrapes, bruises, and red blotches mottled Ron’s pale chest. 


Gooseflesh pebbled his entire upper body. His nipples stood 
out 


hard and almost colorless from the cold. 


A sudden urge to suck the pink back into those tight little 
buds 


coiled hot and dangerous in Drew’s belly. He looked away 
before 


the mental image could get hold of him. Thin, wet 
underwear 


didn’t hide a damn thing. 
“Okay. Uh.” He cleared his throat and kept his gaze fixed on 


the ground at a safe distance from Ron. “You, uh. Why don’t 
you 


get those jeans off while | go grab my clothes? You can put 
on 


some of my stuff. My jacket and socks, at least. That’ll help 
get 


you warm.” 
Ron didn’t say a word, but his hands went straight for his fly. 


Drew scrambled to his feet and hurried over to where he’d 
left 


his clothes. 


Christ, this situation was already getting out of his control. 


God only knew what would happen with Ron naked and 
himself 


only in a pair of wet briefs, but he saw no way around it. 
Survival 


came first, and he couldn't let Ron slip into hypothermia 
when it 


was almost sixty degrees outside. 
When he turned around again, he nearly dropped the pile of 


clothes in shock. Ron sat crouched on his knees, naked and 
hard, 


staring at Drew like he wanted to eat him alive. 
Oh, hell. 
Clutching his clothes over his crotch to hide his reaction, 


Drew inched his way back to the patch of grass and sat 
down, 


hoping Ron wouldn’t notice the swell in his underwear. “Um. 


Okay. Here, put these on.” Setting the clothes on the 
ground, 


he fished his jacket and socks from the pile and held them 
out 


to Ron. 


Ron took them and tossed them over his shoulder. Before 
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Drew could gather his scattered wits enough to ask what the 
hell Ron thought he was doing, he launched himself at Drew, 
knocking him backward. 

They crashed to the ground in a heap, with Ron on top. His 


mouth descended onto Drew’s, cold lips and warm wet 
tongue 


and a hunger so sharp Drew could taste it, and fuck, he 
didn’t 


have it in him to fight his own need anymore. He gathered 
Ron's 


Shivering body in his arms and kissed back. 
Ron moaned into his mouth. Breaking the kiss, he pushed 


back enough to stare into Drew’s eyes. “Fuck me.” He 
wormed a 


hand between them and shoved at Drew’s briefs. 
A by-now-familiar mix of lust and terror sang through Drew’s 


blood. He froze, both hands on Ron’s bare ass, and couldn’t 
help 


thinking Here we go again. 
Then Ron shoved his hand inside Drew’s underwear and 


wrapped rapidly warming fingers around his cock, and Drew 


stopped thinking. 
Somehow, between the two of them, they got Drew’s briefs 


off. Drew sat up, one arm tight around Ron’s waist and the 
other 


clenched in his hair while they kissed. Ron wrapped both 
legs 


around Drew’s hips and rutted against him, rubbing his cock 
on 


Drew’s hard enough to hurt. Soft little whimpers spilled from 
his 


mouth. Drew lapped them up along with the salt from Ron’s 
lips. 


When Ron tore his mouth away and spit into his palm, Drew 


stared at him, puzzled. He didn’t figure out what Ron meant 
to 


do until he got his knees under him, rose up and slicked 
Drew's 


cock with spit. Drew’s eyes went wide. “Ron. Wh...” 


The words wouldn't come, but it didn’t matter. Ron shifted 
his 


grip so his arm was out of the way behind his back and 
impaled 


himself on Drew’s prick. 


Drew cried out. He couldn’t help it. He heard Ron’s soft, 


pained grunt, saw his face contort and felt his whole body 
go 


tense. He knew Ron must be in agony and hated it, but fuck, 
fuck, 


Ron’s ass gripped his cock like half-molten steel, and it felt 
SO 


goddamn good he couldn’t move. 
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After ages of unbearable crushing pleasure, Ron dug his 
fingers into Drew’s shoulders and rocked his hips. Forward. 


Backward. A hard jolt shot from Drew’s prick up his spine. 
He 


moaned. “Fuck.” 
Ron did it again, his breath harsh and ragged, and Drew 
thought he might come apart at the seams. Ron swooped in 


for a swift, hard kiss. “Fuck me, Drew,” he whispered. His 
eyes 


were wild, his cheeks flushed pink. He rose up on his knees 
and 


dropped down again, forcing Drew deep inside him. His 
eyelids 


fluttered, his mouth dropping open. “Please.” 


The need in his voice silenced the tiny part of Drew still 


telling him to stop, for lots of reasons he couldn’t quite think 
of 


because his brain wouldn’t work right. 
Winding both arms tight around Ron, he rolled them over. 


Ron clamped arms and legs around him. His cock stayed 
lodged 


balls-deep in Ron’s ass, and God, the way Ron’s insides 
shifted 


with the movement nearly made Drew come on the spot. 


He managed to hang on to his control long enough to spit 
on 


his fingers and rub it on Ron’s hole where it stretched 
around his 


prick. The way Ron moaned at the touch was too much for 
him, 


though. He slid his arms beneath Ron’s shoulders, curled 
down 


close and pounded into him. 
It was even better than Drew had imagined. Ron’s heels dug 


into his lower back, one of Ron’s hands fisted in his hair 
while 


the other gouged bruises into his upper arm. Ron’s lips 
brushed 


Drew’s, sharing breath and deep, rough kisses. His skin still 
felt 


cool, but he was hot inside, his mouth and his ass setting 
Drew 


on fire. 
Too soon, Drew felt his release building inside him. Shifting 


his weight, he reached between them and took Ron’s cock 
in his 


hand. Ron let out a sharp cry. His hips arched up. Drew 
stroked 


him— fuck, I’m touching him, touching Ron’s cock—hard 
fast pulls the 


way he himself liked it, because he didn’t know any other 
way. 


It worked, though. Ron’s thighs shook. His eyes scrunched 


closed, he let out a soft whine and came. Warm liquid 
flowed 
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over Drew’s hand. 

He came. He just came in my hand. 

The sheer excitement of that knowledge brought Drew to 


the brink every bit as much as the rhythmic ripple of Ron’s 
ass 


around his cock. Still holding Ron’s shaft, he thrust once, 
twice, 


three more times with all his strength and came, 
shuddering, 


while Ron trembled and moaned beneath him. 
Riding the post-orgasmic high, it felt like the most natural 


thing in the world to bend and kiss Ron like he had a right to 
do 


it any time he wanted. Ron’s mouth opened, his tongue 
curling 


around Drew’s. He tasted like the sea, like brine and life, 
and 


Drew wanted to stay right here, just like this, forever. To 
keep this 


one perfect moment before reality barged in and fucked it 
all up. 


It happened when his prick softened enough to slip out of 


Ron’s body. Ron jerked away from the kiss, sucking in a 
sharp 


breath, and his obvious discomfort shattered Drew’s fragile 
peace. 
Drew sat back on his heels. “I hurt you.” 


“No, it’s okay. A little extra friction, is all. No damage done.” 


To Drew’s shock, Ron curled his legs close to his chest and 
spread 


his butt cheeks wide. “See?” 
“Yeah, okay.” Drew looked away. If he hadn’t just come, 


the sight of Ron’s stretched and reddened hole oozing 
semen 


would’ve had him stiff as stone in a heartbeat. He had to 
admit 


Ron was right, though. There didn’t seem to be any damage. 
“C’mon, don’t... Just... Do you have to do that?” 
Laughing, Ron lowered his legs, rolled onto his knees, and 


scooted close enough to wind his arms around Drew’s neck. 
He 


smiled, blue eyes shining. “Kiss me again.” 
Now that the afterglow had faded, the cautionary voice in 


Drew’s head grew more insistent. Don’t, it said. /t’// end 
badly. What 


do you think’s going to happen in December, when he goes 
back to New 


York? You really think you’re going with him? Because you 
know he’s not 


staying here. 
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The screaming in his head didn’t stop Drew from pulling Ron 


close and giving him what he wanted. If he couldn’t have 
Ron 


forever, he could at least have this, right now. 
When the kiss broke, Ron framed Drew’s face between his 


hands. “I love you,” he murmured, his lips still touching 
Drew's. 


It wasn’t like Drew hadn’t already guessed. But hearing the 
words spoken out loud felt like an electric shock. He let go of 


Ron and scrambled backward. His inner warning voice 
turned 


into a thousand alarm bells all clanging at once. His heart 
galloped 


fast enough to make his breath come short and his vision 
tunnel. 


Shutting his eyes, he forced himself to take slow, deep 
breaths. 


He had to calm the fuck down. This was about to get ugly. 
No 


reason to make it ten times worse by having hysterics like 
some 


goddamn little girl. 


“Drew. Look at me.” 


The steel in Ron’s voice surprised Drew into obeying before 


he could question it. Ron had climbed to his feet and stood 
there 


staring down at Drew with fire in his eyes and a hard, 
determined 


expression. Naked, with come on his stomach and his wet 
hair 


whipping in the wind, he looked wild and more than a little 
intimidating, in spite of the bruises and the way he shook all 


over. Drew stood and backed up, needing to put some 
distance 


between them. 
Ron’s shoulders slumped. He wrapped his arms around 
himself. “I know you feel something for me. And | know that 


scares you. But...” He bit his lip. A crease formed between 
his 


brows. “Why can’t we at least try, Drew?” 

That was the hundred million dollar question, wasn’t it? And 
Drew didn’t have any answers. 

Unable to stand the weight of Ron’s gaze any longer, Drew 


forced his legs to take him the few steps to where his 
clothes lay 


heaped on the grass. He picked up his jeans, shook them 
out and 


started pulling them on. 
“Drew?” Ron stalked into his field of vision, rubbing his 


arms. His teeth chattered. “Dammit, | just told you I’m in 
love 
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with you, the least you could do is ta/k to me, you bastard.” 
Drew’s control snapped. He rounded on Ron with a snarl. 
“What the fuck do you want me to say? Huh?” 

Ron lifted his chin and stood his ground, though Drew saw 


his hurt in the faint tightening around his eyes and mouth. “l 
just 


want the truth.” 
“The truth.” Drew laughed. It sounded as hollow and bitter 


as he felt. “The truth is, if you were expecting moonlight 
and 


roses from me, you're fucking deluded.” 
Ron flinched as if he’d been hit, and Drew hated himself. But 
he didn’t take it back, because it was the truth. 


Just because he loved Ron didn’t mean he was capable of 


having a relationship with him. So what was the point of 
romantic 


declarations, when he couldn’t see them through? 
Drew picked up his shirt and pulled it on. “Put on my jacket 


and socks,” he said, trying to sound like none of the last 
couple 


of minutes had happened. “You’re cold.” 
Ron ignored him. “Don’t walk away from this, Drew. Not 


now.” He stumbled forward, shivering violently. Tears ran 
down 


his face, mingling with the water dripping from his hair so 
that 


Drew couldn't tell one from the other. When Drew didn’t 
answer, 


Ron’s jaw tightened in a way Drew didn’t like at all. “Il know 
what 


happened. | know about your...” 
An icy fist grabbed Drew’s insides and twisted. Leaving the 


button on his jeans undone, he aimed his fiercest stare at 
Ron. 


“What? What do you know?” 
William. He knows about William. 


Drew curled his hands into fists at his sides and fought not 


to run. Maybe he was wrong. Maybe Ron was talking about 


something else. Maybe he’d just been interviewing Tabby 
about 


town history that day. After all, he’d never once said 
anything 


when he’d haunted Drew’s doorstep these past few days. 
Ron backed up a step. Drew wondered if he realized he’d 
done it. “I... | Know about... The suicide.” 
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Drew’s breath ran out like he’d been kicked in the gut, even 


though he’d expected it. He turned away. Started walking. 
Hearing 


Ron mention the worst night of his life out loud like that was 
even harder than he’d thought it would be. 
A soft curse and the faint thud of bare feet on grass was 


the only warning he got before Ron lunged in front of him. 
He 


grabbed Drew’s shoulders “Drew, listen, | Know what you're 
doing here, | Know his suicide has something to do with why 


you're so afraid, it must’ve been horrible for you, but I just 
want 


to help, | just want to be with you, please, just—” 


“Shut the fuck up.” Drew shook free of Ron’s grip. Looking 


down into Ron’s pleading face, all he wanted was to get 
away 


from those fucking eyes that saw too much. “Get this 
through 


your head, okay? I’m not a fucking project. You can’t fix me. 
And 


you and me aren’t gonna work. How much plainer can | 
make 


it?” 
Ron’s featured twisted with a mix of grief and anger. “You 
know what, | felt bad last week for saying | wished you'd die 


alone. | didn’t mean that. | don’t want you to ever have to 
be alone. 


| want to be with you for the rest of your life. | want that so 
bad 


it’s killing me, and | think you want it too, really, but you 
won't 


take it because you’re a coward. | don’t feel bad about 
calling you 


that before, because | was right. You are a fucking coward.” 
The words hit like a blow, even worse than they had the first 


time. And just like the first time, the reason they hurt so 
much to 


hear was because they were true. 
Drew knew he could turn things around if he wanted. All he 
had to do was take those few steps forward, pull Ron into his 


arms and say the three words he knew Ron wanted to hear. 
Or, 


hell, he could probably get away with “You’re right”. Or 
“Okay”. 


Or a simple “Yes”. 


When it came right down to it, though, the words didn’t 
matter 


a damn. What mattered was making the move that would 
change 


his life forever. And he just did not have the strength to do 
it. All 


he could think of was William’s lifeless eyes and swollen 
purple 


face, and how close he’d just come to seeing Ron the same 
way. 
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How fucked up did a man have to be to let old traumas and 
fears keep him from the potential for something good? 


Pretty fucked up, apparently. But there it was. The memories 


and the fear had twenty years of chains coiled around him, 
and 


he didn’t know how to shake them off. Ron knowing about it 
just 


made it all worse. 
Moving with deliberate precision in order to hold himself 


together, Drew leaned down to grab his shirt, then stuffed 
his 


feet into his shoes. “There’s a path to the top of the bluff. 
It’s over 


there behind the jetty. Keep the jacket and socks. | got 
others.” 


Drew turned and headed toward the hidden path to the bluff 


without waiting for an answer. He didn’t look back. Behind 
him, 


Ron was silent except for the harsh breaths that sounded a 
lot 


like stifled sobs. Drew was glad when distance drowned out 
the 


sound. 
Up on the high land, Drew set off north, where the forest 


grew wild and tangled and there were no people for miles 
around. 


It was the opposite direction from his house, but he didn’t 
care. 


Right then, he just wanted to be alone with the trees and 
the 


wind, with no danger of anyone seeing him break down. 
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Raising his camera, Ron framed a shot of the blanket- 
covered 


figure huddled in the shelter of the overhang outside the 
public 


beach restrooms. Shadows and a deepening pall of cloud hid 
the 


person’s face, but the curve of the spine and the way one 
arm 


clutched at the back of the head spoke of a certain quiet 
despair 


that called to Ron in more than just an artistic way. He shot 
three 


photos in rapid succession before heading for the steps 
leading 


up to the sidewalk, tucking his camera into the bag he’d 
slung 


crosswise across his chest as he went. 


The rain that had been threatening the whole time he’d 
been 


out on the beach started falling before he’d gotten halfway 
across 


the parking lot. He pulled up the hood of his rain jacket and 
stuck 


his hands in the pockets. His camera bag, safe and dry 
under 


his jacket, bumped against his hip. He would’ve given a 
kidney 


for the chance to shoot Sebastian’s Bluff through the gray 
haze 


of October drizzle, but his second best camera didn’t fit in 
his 


waterproof casing. Not for the first time, he mourned the 
loss of 


his favorite—and best—camera to the sea on that horrible 
day. 


You and me aren’t gonna work. How much plainer can | 
make it? 


The memory clawed at Ron’s insides just like it did any time 
he thought about it too much. If he let himself dwell on what 


had happened that day, it tore him up inside. Left him raw 
and 


bloodied. So he stayed busy. Tried to keep his mind occupied 
and 


his body tired so he wouldn’t have time to brood. 


Not that his strategy ever worked all that well. He’d taken to 


sitting on the widow’s walk deep into the night, listening to 
the 


eerie sobs from the room behind him, watching the 
moonlight 


on the ocean, and thinking about what might have been. 


A gust of wind drove icy, needle-like droplets into Ron’s 
face. 


He hung his head and hunched deeper into his hood. This 
was 


the third rainy day in a row, and the third day Ron had spent 
long, 


grueling hours capturing the grittier side of the town and 
the 
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Surrounding area on film. 
It was depressingly easy to find dirty corners and forgotten 


souls here. He wondered if the good people of Sebastian’s 
Bluff 


knew how much of a homelessness problem they had. 
Probably not. He sure as hell hadn’t realized it until he’d 
started looking. 


The beach parking lot was practically empty. Once he 
passed 


it and crossed the road to the shops, restaurants, and other 


businesses that made up the center of the town, traffic 
picked 


up. Pedestrians hurried along the sidewalk, clutching coats 
and 


umbrellas against the cold rain. Ron nodded and smiled at 
the 


people he recognized, though his heart wasn’t in it. His 
heart 


wasn’t in anything lately except his work. 


Speaking of which. He wrinkled his nose, thinking of the 
email 


he’d gotten from his editor the day before, asking him to 
take 


some shots out at the dunes recreation area south of 
Florence. 


How he was supposed to get there, he had no clue. Maybe 
he 


could stop in at the police station and ask Joe if there might 
be 


anyone around town he could hire to drive him. 
The memory of watching the sunrise over Blood Lake with 


Drew hit him like a punch in the gut. He stopped walking, 
closed 


his eyes and just breathed until he thought he could face 
the 


world without any embarrassing displays of emotion. He’d 
done 


as much of that as he was going to allow himself, alone in 
the 


tower room after those short, soaring moments on that little 


hidden beach when he’d thought he was about to get 
everything 


he wanted. 


That’s what you get for “seizing the moment”, idiot. Shaking 
his head, 


he opened his eyes and started walking again. He’d always 
been 


a bit on the impulsive side, but almost dying had knocked 
loose 


what caution he did have and pushed him into something 
he’d 


known was phenomenally stupid even while he was doing it. 
He 


simply hadn’t been able to help himself. Once the panic 
receded 


and he’d grasped that he was safe, one fact had planted 
itself 


center stage in his mind and wouldn’t budge. 
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He was alive. 
Alive. 


He knew how close he’d come. He’d escaped dying by a 
breath. 


Literally. Back on shore, with the solid earth beneath him 
and the 


cool breeze pebbling his skin, none of his fears and 
trepidation 


from before had seemed important anymore. Drunk with the 


sheer physical thrill of blood pumping through his limbs, 
he’d 


reached for what his body and soul craved. 
And driven Drew away forever. 
He turned the next corner and started up the block to the 


police station with a savage stomp. Only a week and a half 
had 


passed since Drew shattered his heart, but he was already 
sick of 


himself. If this was what it always felt like to fall in love and 
get 


your heart broken, he was damn well going back to nice, 
Safe, 


casual dating. Maybe one-night stands. 


Hell, maybe I'll just get a cat and a cardigan and become 
one of those 


guys who spends all day in his library and has his groceries 
delivered. 


The mental image struck him funny. He snickered, ignoring 
the strange looks he got from a couple of women exiting the 


fabric store as he passed. He’d never be able to keep up a 
hermit’s 


lifestyle. At first, maybe, but not after his wounds scarred 
over and 


he started feeling more like himself. Which he would, 
eventually. 


No one could feel this destroyed forever. 
Right? 


The fit of humor faded as fast as it had appeared. 
Depression 


welled in Ron’s chest like a black tide. It had become a 
familiar 


feeling in the past ten days, and he hated that. Hated being 
twisted 


into this morose, miserable version of his normal optimistic 
self. 


He hated that Drew had taken his love and thrown it back in 
his 


face. 

Most of all, he hated how much he still loved Drew anyway. 

The pale brown brick of the police station registered on the 

edge of Ron’s consciousness in time for him to stop and pull 


himself together before going in. He didn’t want Joe—or, 
God 
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forbid, someone he didn’t even know—seeing his pain raw 
on 


his face. 
Squaring his shoulders, he pushed open the door. 
Joe stood on the other side of the counter, both elbows 


planted on the faux wood and a serious expression on his 
face. 


He glanced up. His eyes went wide when he saw Ron. “Oh. 
Hi, 


Ron. What can | do for you?” 
Ron didn’t answer. Couldn’t, on account of the one other 


person in the room besides himself and Joe. The man who'd 


been leaning on his side of the counter like a mirror image 
of 


Joe, and had shot upright the second he realized Ron was 
there. 


The man still standing there stiff as a tree with his back to 
Ron, 


hands clenched in white-knuckled fists on the countertop. 
Even from the back, he looked good. Threadbare long- 
sleeved T-shirt showing off the strength in his shoulders and 


back, ratty jeans slung low and clinging to his long legs and 
tight 


butt. If only he’d turn around. Ron wanted to see his face so 


badly his chest ached with it. But Drew didn’t turn, didn’t 
even 


move, and God, that cut deep. 


For an agonizing moment, Ron stood there, torn between 
the 


conflicting urges to forgive Drew—lost as he obviously was 
in 


his own fear—or kick him in the balls. Preferably forcing him 
to 


look Ron in the eye while he did it. 


In the end, Ron did neither. Too hurt to forgive and too in 


love to inflict any pain of his own, he ignored Drew as best 
he 


could and forced a smile for Joe. “I need a ride to the dunes 


south of Florence for a photo shoot sometime in the next 
week 


or two. | just thought you might have some idea who | could 


hire to drive me.” He made a show of checking his watch. 
“I'm, 


uh, running late, so...” Lifting his jacket with shaking hands, 
he 


pulled a business card out of his pocket. He thought he 
might’ve 


given Joe one at some point in the past, but he was too 
rattled 


to remember and he didn’t want to hang around long 
enough 


to think about it. He edged forward, slid it onto the counter 


and scurried back as quickly as he could. “Here. If you think 
of 


anyone, call me. The number’s on the card.” He thought of 
the 
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new phone in his pocket, and the old one lying at the 
bottom of 


the ocean. His heart gave a painful thud. 
Joe said something, but Ron barely heard. It didn’t matter 


anyway. He’d already decided he couldn’t stay here any 
longer. If 


he could get the dunes shoot finished this week, fine. If not, 
he 


was going back home without it. His editor could get fucked 
if 


she didn’t like it. He was done. 


He spun and fled before the tears gathering in his eyes 
could 


spill down his face. At least outside he could blame it on the 
rain. 


OOO 


It just fucking figured that the first time he left his house in 
a 


week and a half, he’d see Ron. 
Not that he’d actually seen Ron. He hadn’t had the guts to 


turn around and look at him. No, he’d just stood there like 
the 


fucking coward Ron had told him he was, listened to the 
little 


quaver behind the forced casualness in Ron’s voice, and felt 
like 


the worst sort of heel. 
The bell on the door jingled when Ron practically ran out. 


Joe pinned Drew with a withering stare and Drew knew he 
was 


in for a lecture. 

Goddammiit to hell. 

“Drew, | Know you said you don’t want to talk about what 
happened—” 

“That’s right. So leave it.” Drew glared as hard as he could, 


but his knees shook and what he wanted more than 
anything 


right then was to curl up in a ball and hide, and he knew Joe 
knew it. 
Joe straightened up with a sigh. “I won’t try to make you 


tell me, so don’t give me that look. But l'Il tell you 
something 


| learned from fifty-four years of marriage. Whatever’s 
wrong 


between you and Ron, it ain’t gonna get fixed by ignoring 
it.” 


Oh, Christ. Drew raked a hand through his hair. “Joe—” 


“Hush. Let me finish.” 
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Surprised, Drew snapped his mouth shut. Joe had never 


spoken to him like that before. He’d never /ooked at him 
that way 


either, with a mix of pity, disappointment, and anger that 
made 


Drew feel about an inch tall. He hunched his shoulders. 


Joe’s face softened. “Look. It’s pretty clear to me that 
whatever 


happened, it did the both of you more harm than good. You 


been bitin’ the head off anybody who’s talked to you for the 
last 


week or so, and that boy there just looked like...” Joe shook 
his 

head. “What the hell’d you do to him, Drew?” 

A giant fist closed around Drew’s chest and squeezed. He 
shut his eyes. “I told the truth. That’s all.” 

Joe snorted. “Right.” 

Stung, Drew opened his eyes again and glowered at Joe. 


“Yeah, that’s right. The truth’s not always pretty, you know.’ 


“Oh, | think | know that ‘bout as well as anybody.” Planting 


his palms on the scarred old countertop, Joe leaned forward, 
a 


determined glint in his eye that made Drew step back a 
pace in 


spite of himself. “Thing is, in this case I’m not too sure 
you're 


seeing the truth all that clearly.” 

“Goddammit, he went behind my back. He went to talk to 
that old nutbag Tabby Purcell and she fucking to/d him about 
William!” That particular betrayal still smarted, for lots of 


reasons. “He had no right to do that. And hell, who the fuck 
does 


she think she is, anyway? It’s my life, dammit, she’s got no 
right to 


spread stories about me.” 


“It’s the truth, though. Pretty much everybody who lived 
here 


then figured it out, so it’s not exactly a state secret.” 
“Yeah, but no one ta/ks about it, especially not with fucking 


tourists.” Drew glared at Joe, even though Joe wasn’t the 
target 


of his anger. “And not everybody knew about me and 
William, 


even then.” 
“I know. Still, keeping all that stuff bottled up inside you 


all this time ain’t good for you. Maybe Tabby saw that Ron 
just 


wanted to help, and figured she’d lend a hand.” 
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Something in Joe’s tone made Drew look harder at him. 


A sheepish expression crossed Joe’s face, and Drew knew. 
He 


groaned. “Shit, Joe.” 


“Now, it’s not like that. | wasn’t in on it. | just saw ‘em 
talking 


at Parkers one day. | actually got Tabby away from him, 
‘cause 


| was afraid she’d spill the beans.” Joe scraped at a stain on 
the 


counter with his thumbnail. “But | thought about it later. And 
| 


thought, well, whatever comes of it, how can it be any 
worse than 


it already is? | knew you wouldn’t ever tell Ron yourself.” 
Drew didn’t know whether to laugh or throw things. He 


shook his head. “Fuck, Joe. Just... Fuck.” 


Joe’s expression hardened into the “cop” face Drew knew 


well but had never seen directed at him before. “I was 
almost a 


dad once. Did you know that?” 


What the fuck? The change of subject caught Drew off 
guard, 


but he managed not to show it. Anything that kept Joe from 


talking about Ron and what had happened between them— 
and 


what could have but hadn’t—was just fine with Drew. 
He cleared his throat. “Um. No. | didn’t know.” The 
implications of what Joe had said hit Drew, and he frowned. 


“Joe, when was this? What happened?” He’d known Joe and 
Ella 


most of his life. The two of them had always been childless. 
He'd 


never really wondered about it before, but it seemed there 
might 


be more to his friend’s life than he’d realized. 


“Ella and | married young. We were only seventeen, you 
see.” 


One corner of Joe’s mouth tipped up. “We’d been married 
just 


over a year when we found out she was pregnant. We were 
over 


the moon.” The half-smile faded back into the cop-face. 
Drew 


wasn’t sure exactly what Joe would say next, but he had a 
general 


idea, and he dreaded it. Joe looked away. “When it came her 
time, 


the baby was turned wrong and the cord was around his 
neck. 


They had to open her up to take him out. The doc said he 
was 


too long without oxygen and it damaged his brain. He died a 
couple of days later.” 

Drew had no idea what to say. “Shit, I’m sorry.” 
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Joe went on as if he hadn’t heard. “We named him Michael 


Josiah after her dad and mine and buried him the family 
plot. 


Ella got a bad infection after that surgery, and she couldn’t 
get 


pregnant again after that.” His eyes focused back on Drew, 


slightly watery but sharp as nails. “I always thought of you 
like 


a son. Like my own boy. We both did. ‘Specially after your 
own 


folks turned their backs on you. And that’s why it just chaps 
my 


hide to watch you throw away something that could be so 
good 


for you.” 
The irritation came back full force. Drew couldn’t make 


himself yell at Joe, though. Not after what he’d just heard. 
Which 


was no doubt at least part of why Joe had told that story. He 
was 


Smart and way craftier than most people gave him credit 
for. 


Drew rubbed both hands over his face. “Look, | Know you 


mean well, and | appreciate it. | do. But | just can’t give Ron 
what 


he wants from me, okay? | just can’t.” 


“It’s scary. | understand that.” Joe grasped Drew’s upper 
arm 


in one gnarled hand. His grip was like iron. “But you listen to 


an old man who’s been through a thing or two, boy. The 
things 


worth having? They ain’t easy. You gotta fight for ‘em. You 


gotta fight like hell. And sometimes the hardest thing to 
fight is 


yourself. But the good things are worth it in the end.” He 
shook 


Drew hard, then let go. “It’s time you stopped hiding and 
started 


fighting for what you deserve.” 
Drew rubbed his arm where Joe had grabbed him. All the 


things he wanted to say— thank you, fuck off, | don’t 
deserve it, | love 


you—caught and tangled in the back of his throat. Silenced, 
he 


stared at Joe, willing him to understand. Joe smiled, and 
Drew 


felt a little better. 
Behind him, the bell on the door tinkled. Drew struggled to 
get himself under control. Across the counter, Joe went from 


intense and slightly mournful to his usual smiling, amiable 
self, 


and Drew wondered if he’d always been that good at hiding 
how 


he felt. 


“Hi, Gin,” Joe said. “What can | do for you?” 
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“Hi, Joe.” Ginny walked up to the counter and gave Drew a 
nod. “Hey, Drew. How are you?” 

“Okay. You?” His voice shook just a little, but it couldn’t be 
helped. With any luck, she wouldn’t notice. 

A faint crease appeared between her brows, but she didn’t 


say anything. “Good, good.” She turned back to Joe, digging 
in 


her big green and yellow bag. “Those special dried peppers 
Ella 


ordered came in.” She pulled a small box out of her purse 
and 


handed it to Joe. “I thought I’d come bring it by since | was 
driving past here.” 

“That’s awful nice of you, Gin.” Joe patted her hand. 
“Thanks.” 

Drew backed away. “Okay, well, I’m gonna take off. Gin, nice 
to see you.” 

She gave him a grin and a wave. “You too. Say ‘hi’ to Ron, if 
you see him.” Her grin widened. 


Drew managed a smile in spite of the tight pain in his chest. 


“Joe, see you later.” 
“Yeah. l'Il come out to your place tomorrow. Been too long 


since | visited.” Joe’s gaze bored into Drew’s skull. “Think 
about 


what | said, son.” 

Unable to speak, Drew nodded, turned, and escaped out the 
door. 

He walked the block to his truck with his head down, 


Shivering for more reasons than just the cold rain. The 
logical 


part of his brain knew Joe was right. He’d been hiding for 
twenty 


years. Avoiding anything that might hurt him. Avoiding //fe, 
really. 


It wasn’t healthy. Ron was the first man everto break 
through 


Drew’s self-imposed walls and make him feel again. They 
could 


be good together. Who knew, they might even last, if they 
tried. 


Drew knew that, logically. But the part of him that still had 


nightmares about finding William’s body didn’t understand 
logic. 


Part of him vividly remembered the gut-shredding agony 
he’d 


felt when the man who'd formed the center of his universe 
killed 
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himself and left Drew all alone, and that part didn’t listen to 
reason. 

He hated to disappoint Joe, but he didn’t think he had it in 
him to fight for anything anymore. 

You’re a coward. 


Shoving away the memory of Ron’s furious, devastated 
face, 


Drew climbed into his truck, started the engine, and peeled 
away 


from the curb into the road, as if by driving fast enough he 
could 


leave his complex tangle of emotions in the gutter behind 
him. 


He didn’t want to think about Ron, or Joe, or especially how 


much he’d fucked up by being afraid. He just wanted it all to 
go 


away and leave him alone. 


He passed Ron on the road, walking with his shoulders 


hunched in a new hooded rain jacket and his arms around 
himself. 


Ron didn’t look up when Drew drove by, but his head turned 
just a little and Drew knew Ron had spotted him. The urge to 


stop was strong, in spite of how they’d left things. Ron 
looked 


Small, miserable, and alone and it tore at Drew’s heart. But 
he 


kept going. He didn’t think he’d survive having Ron beside 
him 


right now, and he wasn’t sure Ron would appreciate the 
gesture 


if he wasn’t willing to back it up with a real commitment. 
Which 


he wasn’t. 
What a clusterfuck. 


Drew had never been so glad to get home in his life. Inside, 
he 


headed straight for the kitchen, stripping out of his wet 
clothes 


as he went. He intended to get blind drunk and forget about 


everything for a few hours. Sure, he’d regret it tomorrow. 
But he 


didn’t have any work lined up. He could nurse himself 
through 


his hangover, and the headache would keep his mind off the 
heartache, which sounded like a Jim Dandy plan to him. 


He padded naked across the tile floor to the cabinet where 
he 


kept the whiskey and fished out the three-quarters-empty 
bottle. 


He stared at it. Asudden mental image struck him—years of 


similar drunken nights, stretched out in an endless line 
behind 


him. Sad, empty nights alone. With what to show for it? 
Skull- 
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splitting pain and puking in the toilet the next day? Looking 
like 


shit and performing way below par if he had to work? How 
fucking pathetic was that? 
Was this really what his life had become? 


He put the bottle back and sat on the floor, staring at 
nothing. 


| don’t want this. | don’t want to be like this anymore. 


The thing was, after all he’d said and done, he figured he’d 


killed his last chance to turn the lights back on in a life 
that’d been 


pitch dark for way too long. 

A man could only be pushed so far. Drew had pushed Ron to 
the edge and beyond. It was too late. 

The weight of that knowledge was more than Drew could 


stand. For the first time in twenty years, he buried his face 
in his 


hands and cried. 
HOU 
Every now and then, providence smiled. Just beamed down 


and made a crappy day—or in Ron’s case, a truly 
horrendous ten 


days—better. 
Thursday turned out like that. He woke before dawn and 


opened his laptop to find Joe’s email suggesting a local 
woman 


named Annie Dougal as a person who might be willing to 
drive 


him to the dunes. He called her as soon as it seemed 
civilized to 


do so. Not only was Annie willing to drive him, she was free 
that 


very day. So Ron’s rotten week-and-a-half turned decent 
again 


on day eleven. 


Not that it was good, exactly, he reflected as she dropped 
him 


off at the house that evening. He figured nothing would ever 
be 


good again until the gaping hole in his heart had time to 
heal. But 


today had definitely been better than the previous ten days. 
Not 


least because now he could pack his things, reserve a flight, 
and 


go back home. 
Home. The thought of his bright little apartment on its tree- 


lined street in the Village made his breath catch hard and 
his eyes 


sting. He’d never been one to get homesick, but he really 
missed 
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New York right now. 


He had to admit he’d enjoyed the shoot on the dunes, 
though. 


It had been a perfect day for it. The rain had passed, leaving 
the 


air sharp and clean in its wake, and the ocean sparkled like 
blue 


gems in the sunshine. He’d never seen anything like the 
dunes, 


tremendous mountains of pale gold stretching south beyond 
the 


horizon. He’d shot three rolls of film and left at the end of 
the 


day sweaty, sandy, and aching all over from hours of 
climbing up 


and down a surface that shifted with each step. 
Inside, he stowed his camera in its usual spot next to the 


computer desk and dragged himself upstairs for a shower. 
He 


was exhausted, but it was worth it. He’d gotten some 
incredible 


shots today. His editor should be happy. 
Soaping up in the shower brought the memory of Drew’s 
hands on him. It always did, no matter how hard he tried not 


to let it. He finished up as fast as he could and pretended all 
the 


wetness on his cheeks came from the showerhead. 


Afterward, he pulled on his Sigur Rós hoodie and the pair 


of scrub pants he’d stolen after that one-time hookup with 
the 


ER nurse in DC and headed downstairs. He stopped at the 
foot 


of the stairs, thinking. He knew he should eat something, 
but 


he wasn’t that hungry. All he really wanted to do was go to 
bed. 


Maybe he’d actually sleep for a change. Hiking through the 
dunes 


all day had worn him out. 
First things first, though. Before he did one other thing, he 


was damn well reserving a flight back to New York. The 
sooner 


the better. He didn’t have a bag big enough to bring home 
the 


clothes he’d bought here, but so what? He’d tell Aunt Marj 


to donate them all to the homeless shelter. Nothing 
mattered 


except getting away from this place, away from the ever- 
present 


possibility of running into Drew. 


His mind made up, he shuffled into the living room, heading 


for the desk where he kept his laptop. Sunset light poured in 


through the western windows, illuminating the room in red 
and 


orange. His fingers itched to grab the camera and head 
outside 


just one more time, but he resisted. He had plenty of sunset 
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photos already. More than plenty. Besides, going out on the 
bluff 


or the beach carried too high a risk of seeing Drew, and he 
didn’t 


think he could handle it. Not after yesterday. 


He wouldn't even look at me. Amazing, how much that had 
stung. 


“Forget it. It’s over now.” 


He laughed as he plopped into the chair at the desk. 
Scolding 


himself out loud didn’t have quite the desired effect when 
his 


voice quavered like that. 
He’d barely typed in his frequent flier number on the airline 


website when the doorbell rang. Frowning, he logged out, 
shut 


the laptop, and pushed to his feet. Who on earth could that 
be? 


City-bred suspicions on high alert, he slipped quietly down 


the hallway toward the front door. A vague silhouette, tall 
and 


broad-shouldered, showed through the frosted glass. Ron 
was 


glad he’d left the hall light off. Whoever stood outside the 
door, 


he didn’t want them to see him coming. If it was a stranger, 
they 


could damn well cool their heels out there. He wasn’t 
opening his 


door to someone he didn’t know. 

“Who is it?” he called. 

Silence. Ron was starting to think whoever it was had left 
when a hesitant voice answered. “It’s me, Ron. Can... Can | 
come in?” 

All the breath ran out of Ron’s body. He put a hand on the 
wall to steady himself. 


Drew. It was Drew on the other side of that door. 


ChaPTeR TwenTy 


Nothing happened. Drew waited, his heart racing so fast he 


thought he might be sick right there on Marjorie Winters’ 
front 


porch. 


Right here where me and William used to stand and talk and 
drink 


coffee and watch the sun come up before | went to work. 
Drew shut his eyes before he started seeing William’s ghost. 


He’d heard the stories. Goddamn if he’d let town gossip 
about 


haunted houses make him forget why he’d come here. 


The rattle and squeak of the front door brought his eyes 
open 


in a hurry. Ron stood there, one hand on the door and the 
other 


gripping the frame so hard his arm shook. He eyed Drew 
with 


understandable caution. “What?” 
Yeah, Drew? What? Face-to-face with Ron for the first time 


since the beach, seeing the blue shadows under his eyes 
and 


the exhausted slump to his shoulders, every word Drew had 
SO 


painstakingly mapped out last night evaporated right out of 
his 


head. 

How was he supposed to do this? How could he possibly ask 
Ron for forgiveness, and expect to get it? 

More to the point, what in the hell had made him think he 


could just waltz back into Ron’s life like nothing had 
happened? 


One look into Ron’s tired, bloodshot eyes told him how 
stupid 


he’d been to believe that could ever happen. 
Ron let out a deep sigh. “Jesus, Drew.” He stepped back. The 
door began to swing shut. 


The things worth having? They ain't easy. You gotta fight for 
‘em. 


Fight. That’s what he’d come here for, wasn’t it? To fight for 
what he wanted. 

Drew didn’t let himself think about it. He caught the door 
just before it shut. Pushed it open again and met Ron’s wary 
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gaze. “I’m sorry. | was wrong. About everything. Please give 
me 


another chance. Please.” 


It wasn’t exactly what he’d planned to say, but it didn’t 
really 


matter. Ron went dead white, dropped his arm, and moved 
aside. 


Drew edged through the door into the hallway. 
The place looked different. New paint, refinished floors, a 


brand new banister for the stairs. At the other end of the 
hall, he 


spotted new carpet and new furniture in the living room. It 
even 


smelled different. 
Christ. 


Drew leaned against the wall, blinking against the 
dangerous 


sting behind his eyelids. He’d expected a surge of memory- 
induced panic. He’d prepared himself for it as best he could. 


It hadn’t even occurred to him that he’d walk in here and 
find 


everything changed, all the familiarity painted and waxed 
and 


carpeted out of it. 

He jumped when Ron touched him. Ron frowned. “You 
didn’t have to come over here. | Know how much this place 
bothers you.” 

“No, | did have to.” Drew took Ron’s hand, weaving their 


fingers together. Ron sucked in a sharp breath, but didn’t let 
go. 


Drew was glad of it. The simple comfort of holding Ron’s 
hand 


calmed his out-of-control emotions enough that he thought 
he 


could maybe talk and make some sort of sense. “Il wanted 
to. | 


just... | needed to see you. | needed to explain.” 
The words dried up again. Drew fell silent, wishing with 


everything in him he was better at talking. He stared down 
into 


Ron’s eyes and willed him to understand. 
Ron studied Drew’s face in silence for a moment, his 


expression unreadable, then nodded. “Come sit down. We 
might 


as well get comfortable for this.” 


Letting his hand slide out of Drew’s grip, he headed down 
the 


hall toward the living room. Drew followed, his mouth dry 
and 


his palms damp. This was going to be hard. He hoped like 
hell 


he didn’t fuck it up. 
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A large, comfortable-looking sofa took up most of the 


western wall of the living room. “Sit.” Ron waved a hand 
toward 


the sofa. “You want a drink?” 
Drew didn’t, not really. The knots in his stomach made 


the idea of putting anything in it unappealing. But he 
nodded 


anyway, because Ron getting drinks meant another few 
seconds 


to gather his scattered thoughts and work out how to start 
his 


story. “Whatever you're having’s fine.” 
Ron shuffled into the kitchen. Drew waited, twisting his 


fingers together and staring at Ron’s ass as he bent over 
and dug 


through the fridge. The light blue scrub pants he wore were 
thin 


enough to clearly show the lack of underwear. 
Drew wanted to touch him. Wanted to hold him close, feel 
the beat of his heart and the warmth of his skin. A sleepless 


night spent digging deep into his own scarred, murky mind 
had 


taught Drew that much. He wanted—no, needed—Ron in his 
life. 


Coming here terrified him, and not just because William had 
died 


here. If he put himself out there and Ron rejected him, he 
wasn't 


sure how he’d handle it. But in the end, he figured Joe was 
right. 


If he wanted a life with Ron, he had to fight for it. Which 
meant 


he had to make the next move. 
He hoped the fact that Ron had ultimately invited him in 


instead of slamming the door in his face meant he wasn’t 
too 


late after all. 


In the kitchen, the refrigerator door banged shut. Drew 


looked up, more startled than he should’ve been. Damn, he 
was 


way too on edge. He dredged up a smile as Ron wandered 
over 


and handed him some brand of imported lager he’d never 
heard 


of. “Thanks.” 

“Sure.” Ron dropped onto the sofa next to Drew and turned 

to face him, curling both legs underneath him. “So. Explain.” 
Drew blinked. The grim expression in Ron’s eyes put him off 
balance. He’d never seen Ron look like that. “What?” 


“You said you needed to explain. So explain.” Ron took a 
swig 


of his beer. He stared Drew down without mercy, without 
any of 
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the kindness and good humor Drew had come to associate 
in his 


mind with Ron. The effect was disorienting. 
Drew wanted to shut his eyes, but he didn’t. He forced 


himself to hold Ron’s gaze, because he owed him that 
much, 


at least. “You were right. | was a coward, before. | was 
scared, 


because... because of things that happened twenty fucking 
years 


ago and...” 
He stopped. A surge of panic hit him so hard and fast he 


had to fight to stay upright. Shit, wnat was he doing? He 
edged 


backward, fingers white-knuckled around his beer bottle. 
Ron 


didn’t move, just watched him with that same blank, stern 


expression he’d worn since Drew came in, and fuck it all, 
that 


just made matters worse. 


Drew bit his lip to hold in the mournful, embarrassing 
sounds 


that wanted to come out. He couldn’t do this. What could a 


washed-up old fuck like him offer a man like Ron? He 
deserved 


better than Drew. He deserved... 


He deserves to be with the man he loves. You, as crazy as 
that might be. 


It was crazy. For the life of him, Drew couldn’t understand 


why Ron loved him. But he did. And that, more than 
anything 


else, gave Drew the courage to stay put and say what he’d 
come 


here to say. 
Drew took a deep swallow of lager to calm his nerves, then 


set the bottle on the coffee table. Gathering his courage, he 
Slid 


as close as he could to Ron, reached out, and touched his 
cheek. 


“| don’t want to be a coward anymore, Ron.” He stroked a 
dark 


curl away from Ron’s face. Ran his thumb over Ron’s lips 
and felt 


them quiver. “I do. Love you.” 


Ron’s eyes squeezed shut. His chest heaved with a couple 
of 


Sharp breaths. “You'd better mean that.” His voice shook as 
if 


he were crying, but his eyes were dry when he opened them 
and 


pinned Drew to the wall with a look. 


The hope and fear on Ron’s face made Drew want to kick 


himself. “I do mean it.” He raked his fingers through Ron’s 
hair. 


Just that small touch made his chest hurt and his eyes burn. 
“| 
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haven’t said that to anyone since William.” 
Ron’s expression softened into something dangerously close 


to pity. Drew’s stomach lurched. Slipping his hand around 
the 


back of Ron’s head, he leaned in and pressed a gentle kiss 
to 


Ron’s lips. To his relief, Ron’s mouth opened with a soft sigh. 
The 


hand not holding his beer bottle clutched Drew’s shoulder 
hard. 


Drew groaned when Ron’s tongue slid against his. It felt so 
damn 


good. Even better, knowing they loved each other. How 
could he 


have ever been so afraid of this? 
When the kiss eventually broke, Ron stared at Drew from 


inches away. He didn’t say anything, but Drew saw his fear 
in the 


tightness around his eyes, wide and intensely blue in his 
white 


face. He looked young and vulnerable. 
Because of me. 
Drew regretted many things in his life. Hurting Ron was up 


there near the top of the list. He wished he could go back in 
time 


and do everything differently. Without that option, though, 
all he 


had left was words, or action. 
Words had never been his friends. He wrapped both arms 


around Ron, pulled him into his lap and cradled him against 
his 


chest. /’m not going anywhere, Drew said with a soft kiss to 
Ron’s 


forehead and his hand stroking Ron’s hair. / love you. I’m in 
this for 


the long haul. 

Ron was smart. Smarter than anyone Drew knew. He would 
understand. 

For a few seconds, Drew wondered. Ron sat there in a tense 


ball, not moving, not speaking. Apprehension churned in the 
pit 


of Drew’s stomach. Finally, Ron relaxed and rested his head 
on 


Drew’s shoulder with a contented sigh. He squirmed into a 
more 


comfortable position, his legs draped across Drew’s thigh. 
Relieved, Drew held onto him with one arm and leaned over 
to grab his beer with the other. “Okay?” 

“Yeah.” Ron drank from his beer, then kissed Drew’s throat 
with cold lips. “Hey, Drew?” 
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“Mm?” Drew put his own bottle to his lips and drank half 


of it in one swallow. He had a feeling he knew what was 
coming. 


He’d prepared himself for it, and he thought he was ready to 
talk 


about it. But it wasn’t going to be easy. Liquid courage could 
only 


be a good thing. 
Ron sat in silence for a moment, running his fingertips up 
and down Drew’s arm. “I'd really like to Know about William. 


All about the two of you, and about what happened to him. 


When you're ready, | mean.” He tilted his head back to look 
into 


Drew’s face, his expression painfully sincere. “I don’t want 
to 


rush you. It’s just, he was such a big part of your past. | 
want to 


understand.” 


Nodding, Drew put a hand on Ron’s head to ease it back 
onto 


his shoulder. He didn’t think he could do this if he had to 
watch 


Ron’s face. 
“I met William in London,” he began, trying to pretend he 


was telling someone else’s story so his voice would remain 
calm 


and neutral. “I was working at various youth hostels in Great 


Britain after high school and | was in London the summer 
when 


| was nineteen. William worked at a pub down the street 
where 


a bunch of us used to go to drink. We spent that whole 
summer 


together. Fell hard for each other.” 


He closed his eyes, remembering those days and nights in 
the 


gritty, colorful corners of London, laughing and raising hell 
with 


his friends. With William. Fucking with a backdrop of lights 
and 


music and the smell of the Thames floating through the 
open 


window of William’s tiny flat. 

Falling in love in the heart of the city. 

God, he still missed those times. 

Ron nuzzled under his chin. “You don’t have to, Drew.” 
Opening his eyes again, Drew shook his head. “He came 


back to Oregon with me. Said he’d never been to America 
and 


he didn’t want to leave me.” The memory of William’s face, 


determined and alight with love and the prospect of 
adventure, 


rose in Drew’s mind. His throat went tight. “I'd have stayed 
in 
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London if I’d known. | swear | would’ve.” 


Ron stroked Drew’s face, his fingers cool from the lager 


bottle. He didn’t say anything. Drew was grateful for that. 


After a few seconds, the ache in Drew’s chest eased. He 
took 


another deep swallow of beer to help him get through what 
he 


had to say next. “We bought this house together. Fixed it up. 
We 


were happy, for a long time. Or | thought so, anyway.” 

Ron curled tighter against Drew’s chest. “Drew—” 

“| was a fisherman,” Drew continued before Ron could 

say anything else. He stroked Ron’s hair, finding the motion 
comforting. “My folks had a small business. Just a couple of 


boats. They don’t have it anymore, there was an accident a 
few 


years ago, my uncle was killed and my dad was injured 
pretty 


bad. He’s in a nursing home in Portland now and my mom 
lives 


up there, and they sold the business to pay the bills...” 
Christ, 


he was rambling now. “Anyway, me and William had been 
living 


here five years when he... When he killed himself.” Ron’s 
hand 


tightened on Drew’s shoulder. His lips brushed Drew’s jaw in 
a 


soft kiss, and Drew felt stronger for it. “I’d been out on the 
boat 


overnight and most of the next day. | got home the next 
evening 


around dinnertime and found...” 
He stopped, the words drying up in his throat but the image 


in his head still as vivid as the day it happened. William’s 
body, 


obviously dead for many hours, hanging from the tower 
room 


rafter by a rope, his face purple and swollen, dead eyes 
fixed on 


Drew in an accusing stare. Why didn’t you see? Why didn’t 
you know 


how unhappy | was? 
Why didn’t you keep this from happening? 
“He hanged himself from a rafter in the tower room.” Drew 


forced the words past the tightness in his throat, because 
Ron 


deserved to know. “The coroner said he’d been dead at 
least 


twelve, thirteen hours when | found him.” 


Ron’s weight shifted on his lap. Taking both beer bottles, 
Ron set them on the table, then turned the full power of his 
penetrating gaze back to Drew. He laid his hands on Drew’s 
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cheeks. “You have to stop blaming yourself,” he whispered. 
“It 


wasn’t your fault.” 
Drew laughed. He didn’t even bother to ask how Ron knew 


the one thought that had tortured him every single day 
since then. 


Ron seemed to possess the ability to see inside Drew’s skull. 
“He 


was never happy here. He always missed London, right from 
the 


first day. | should’ve seen what was happening to him. | 
should’ve 


known.” 
“You should’ve known, how?” Ron shook his head. “He 


should’ve told you, Drew. Before it got out of hand. When 
you 


love somebody, when you’re in a relationship with them, 
you're 


supposed to share stuff like that, not keep it to yourself.” 


Drew swallowed. He’d thought of that over the years. It 
hadn’t 


really helped. “We were both so young. Neither of us knew 
how 


to handle his depression, | guess.” 

“No, you didn’t.” Ron traced Drew’s jawline with his fingers. 
“Have you forgiven him for that?” 

Drew thought about it. “Yes. | can’t blame him anymore.” 


Ron studied Drew with a solemn expression. “Then why 
can't 


you forgive yourself, when you didn’t even know how he 
felt?” 


The ache returned, deep in Drew’s gut. But the burden of 


guilt he’d carried for twenty years didn’t seem so heavy 
anymore. 


Unable to speak, Drew pulled Ron tight against him and 


buried his face in Ron’s neck. Ron wound both arms around 
him 


and held on. 
WOU 
When Ron caught Drew in his arms and held him, Drew’s 


face pressed into his throat and Drew’s hands clutching him 
with 


desperate strength, the only thought in his head was easing 
the 


guilt Drew had lived with for twenty years. He kissed Drew’s 


hair and murmured soothing nonsense to him until he 
stopped 


Shaking and his breathing slowed to something approaching 
normal. 

The problem was, as Drew calmed, his grip gentled, his 
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fingers stroking up and down Ron’s back, and the slow 
caress 


made Ron want more. Made him want Drew’s hands on his 
bare 


skin instead of outside his sweatshirt. 

Made him want to map the curve of Drew’s hip with his 
tongue. 

He knew how wrong it was to want those things now, of all 


times. In all the years since William’s suicide, Drew 
obviously 


hadn’t dealt with his belief that he was at fault. Talking 
about it 


was a huge step for him. It must’ve been horribly difficult. 
He 


wouldn’t be ready for sex just yet. 

Not that he’d ever really been ready for it before anyway. 
What happened at the beach didn’t count. 

Ron still felt sort of bad about pushing Drew that day. But 
not too bad. Maybe it made him an immoral person, but he 


couldn’t find it in him to truly regret what he’d done. 
Especially 


now, when it looked like everything might be all right after 
all. 


Drew’s hand slipped up the back of Ron’s hoodie. He 


managed not to moan out loud, but couldn’t help arching to 
meet 


Drew’s touch. Drew’s mouth opened, his breath warm and 
damp 


against the sensitive skin beneath Ron’s jaw. His tongue dug 
into 


the place where Ron’s pulse jumped way too fast in his 
throat, 


and he couldn’t hold back the little pleasure noise that time. 
The hand on Ron’s back dug in hard enough to hurt. Drew’s 


other hand wound into Ron’s hair and tugged, angling his 
head 


just right. Finally, Ron thought as Drew’s mouth covered his. 


Kissing Drew had always been good. Ron liked to play rough, 
and the desperate way Drew had handled him, before—like 


he was more necessary than air, like Drew was afraid he 
might 


disappear any second—aroused him strongly and instantly 
every 


time. But this? God. He’d never even suspected this side of 
Drew 


existed, this slow, careful exploration with hands and lips 
and 


tongue that shook him deep down, turned him hard and 
needy 


in Drew’s arms. 
Drew broke away after what felt like a long, glorious age. 


Ron let out an embarrassing whine and tried to drag him 
back. 
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Smiling, Drew held him in check with a firm hand on his 
cheek. 


“Let’s go upstairs.” 
Even through the lust fogging his brain, Ron knew what that 


meant. He stilled, staring into Drew’s eyes and trying to look 
past 


the need there. Trying to read Drew’s mood. All he saw was 
raw 


desire, and the love Drew no longer tried to hide. 
He rubbed his cheek on Drew’s palm. Drew’s skin felt warm 


and rough against his. “We don’t have to. | made you last 
time. | 


don’t want to make you again.” 
Drew shook his head. “You’re not making me do anything. 


| want to.” He kissed the end of Ron’s nose, then rested 
their 


foreheads together. “I’ve wanted you ever since the first 
time | 


Saw you. Last time was...” 
“Amazing,” Ron supplied when the silence seemed likely to 


stretch on for a while. “It was pretty amazing. If you leave 
out the 


whole breaking up part.” 
“Yeah, okay. The sex was amazing.” Drew ran his fingers up 


and down Ron’s spine, making him break out in gooseflesh 
all 


over. “But it was... wrong. It was the wrong way. | want to 
take 


you to bed and love you right.” 


Ron’s stomach fluttered. He licked his lips and tried to think 


past the ache in his groin. “And you’re okay with... with 
being 


here? In this house? And... and with me at all? | mean, 
before...” 


He trailed off, unsure of how to Say it. 
Drew let out a soft laugh. “Ron. I’m all right. | promise. | did 


a lot of thinking last night, and, well. Yeah. I’m okay now.” 
He 


tilted his head and planted a hard kiss on Ron’s mouth. 
“Let’s 


go upstairs, okay? Unless you got lube and rubbers down 
here.” 


Drew looked down. “It’s been a while, but I’ve been tested. | 
don’t have anything.” 
Ron’s heart thudded hard. He’d thought about it since that 


day, even though he wasn’t seriously worried. He suspected 
Drew 


hadn’t been with anyone in a long, long time. 
“Me neither.” He climbed off Drew’s lap, stood and held out 
his hand. “It’s okay. We’re good. Come on.” 
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Drew let Ron pull him to his feet and they headed for the 


stairs hand in hand. Drew clutched Ron’s hand so hard he 
could 


feel his own pulse in his fingertips. Ron didn’t mention it. He 


couldn’t blame Drew for being nervous, after what he’d 
been 


through here. 
At the top of the stairs, Ron pulled Drew to him for a long, 


Slow, searching kiss. He kept at it until Drew’s heart 
hammered 


and his breath came fast and harsh because of desire, not 
anxiety. 


When Drew's hips began to rock, rubbing his erection 
against 


Ron’s belly, Ron forced himself to break away. Grinning at 
the 


dazed look on Drew's face—and thinking it probably 
mirrored 


his own expression—Ron grabbed Drew’s wrist and led him 
to 


the bedroom. 
They’d barely gotten inside when Drew wrenched loose of 


Ron’s grip, took hold of his hoodie, tore it over his head, and 


let it fall in an inside-out heap on the floor. He ran his hands 


over Ron’s bare chest. Ron’s knees wobbled when Drew 
pinched 


one nipple between thumb and forefinger. He grabbed 
Drew’s 


Shoulders for support. Nipple play had always turned him on 
something fierce. 
Apparently Drew was a quick study. Eyes hooded, he bent 


and caught the nipple he’d pinched between his teeth. 
Pleasure- 


pain shot hot and sharp up Ron’s spine. He gasped, back 
arching. 


“Oh God. Drew. Yeah.” 
A low hum came from the vicinity of his chest. Drew’s teeth 
dug in harder. Pulled. 


Ron moaned. His legs shook. He sank both hands into 
Drew's 


hair, and he didn’t know if he wanted to push Drew away or 
hold 


him there. 
Drew took the decision out of his hands by letting go. He 


soothed away the throb of pain with a few swipes of his 
warm, 


wet tongue, then straightened up to kiss Ron again. His 
thumb 


rubbed at the swollen nipple. 
The possessiveness in the touch destroyed the lingering 


shreds of Ron’s patience. Hooking his fingers in the belt 
loops 
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of Drew’s jeans, Ron walked backwards without breaking the 


kiss and pulled Drew down to the bed Ron hadn't bothered 
to 


make in days. They fell tangled together on the mattress, 
Ron still 


sucking on Drew’s tongue. 
Eventually, Drew tore his mouth away to trail kisses along 
Ron’s jaw. Ron took advantage of the moment to get hold of 


Drew’s shirt and tug. He couldn’t remember whether or not 
the 


damn thing needed unbuttoning, all he knew was he wanted 
it off. 


Drew took the hint. Sitting up his knees, he peeled the shirt 
off 


over his head and sent it sailing backward over his shoulder 
to 


join Ron’s hoodie on the floor. 


Ron started on Drew’s jeans the second he was upright. 
Drew 


helped once he freed himself of his shirt. Between them, 
they 


got the jeans halfway down Drew’s thighs, along with his 
briefs. 


Ron curled his fingers around Drew’s cock and squeezed. 
Drew shuddered and fell forward, catching himself on his 
hands. “Ah, fuck. Don’t. l'Il come.” 

Ron didn’t want to let go. He loved the way Drew’s cock felt 


in his palm, hard and hot and heavy. But he remembered 
how 


it felt to have Drew inside him, the sweet burn of Drew’s 
cock 


stretching him, filling him up. He wanted that feeling again, 
and 


he wasn’t going to get it if Drew came too soon. 
He opened his hand. Ran his palms up Drew’s sides, over his 


chest and shoulders. Caressed his flushed face. He hadn’t 
shaved, 


and the stubble tickled Ron’s fingers. “Lube and condoms 
are in 


the drawer there.” He nodded toward the bedside table. 
One corner of Drew’s mouth lifted in a faint smile. “Hang on 


asec.” His legs moved. Ron heard two thumps, one after 
another, 


and realized Drew had kicked off his shoes. He rolled 
sideways 


off Ron and skinned out of his jeans and underwear. They 
joined 


the growing pile of clothes on the floor. 
Ron hooked his arms and legs around Drew and tugged until 


he toppled onto Ron’s chest. He ran both hands up and 
down 


Drew’s bare back while they kissed, stopping to give his ass 
a 


squeeze every now and then. He knew Drew was close, 
knew 
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he risked both of them coming before they were ready, but 
he 


couldn’t help himself. Last time, he’d been so caught up in 
the 


need to fuck he hadn’t taken the time to appreciate Drew’s 
naked 


body. He intended to make up for that this time. 


Drew broke away too soon, panting. He pushed up on hands 
and knees and gave Ron a stern look. “Stay.” 

“Yes, sir.” That got him a laugh and a swat on the thigh. 
Grinning, he watched Drew lean over and fish the bottle of 
liquid lube and a condom out of the drawer. 


Drew set both on the mattress, then undid Ron’s scrub 
pants 


with a swift tug on the drawstring. “Lift up.” 
Ron obediently lifted his hips. Drew pulled the pants off and 


tossed them aside. His gaze took a slow tour of Ron’s body 
that 


left him squirming. Planting his hands on Ron’s thighs, Drew 


spread them wide. Ron canted his groin upward, just to 
watch 


Drew’s cheeks redden and his eyes go heavy-lidded. 


When Drew trailed his fingertips up Ron’s shaft in the 
faintest 


caress, Ron sobbed his name and arched off the bed, 
chasing a 


firmer touch. His skin felt bruised all over, his cock swollen 
and 


aching. He bent his knees to expose himself even more. His 
legs 


shook with the strain of the position. Above him, Drew made 
a 


soft, needy sound, bent and nipped Ron’s thigh. 
The sharp pain tore a groan from Ron’s throat. Between his 
legs, Drew hummed and reached for the lube. He kissed the 


spot he’d bitten, ran the flat of his tongue over it, then 
fastened 


his mouth to the spot and sucked up what was sure to be an 


impressive purple spot later on. Releasing the abused skin 
with a 


pop, he leaned back and smiled. 
Ron’s heart gave an excited thump. His feelings for Drew 


meant he wouldn’t have minded much if Drew had turned 
out 


gentler than he normally liked in bed, but the darker corners 


of his psyche were thrilled that Drew not only was 
perceptive 


enough to discern Ron’s needs, but wasn’t afraid to explore 
those 


needs with him. 
Drew opened the lube, coated his fingers, closed the bottle 
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again, and set it aside. He rubbed slick fingertips over Ron’s 
hole, 


Staring at it like it held the answers to all the mysteries of 
the 


universe. The light, feathery touch sent waves of heat 
rolling over 


Ron’s body. He moaned. “God, Drew, please.” 
A sly smile curved Drew’s mouth, and Ron had about half a 


second to think Drew was having entirely too much fun 
teasing 


before he shoved two fingers inside him and destroyed his 


capacity for thought with a single stroke across his prostate. 
He 


cried out. His hips bucked, heels digging into the mattress. 
“Be still.” Drew’s free hand smoothed over Ron’s belly, so 

damn close to his cock, and Ron needed him to touch it. He 
twisted, trying to get Drew’s hand where he wanted it, and 


cursed when Drew moved the hand even farther away and 
pressed it 


against Ron’s hip bone. Drew grinned at him, the bastard. “| 
said, 


be still.” The fingers in Ron’s ass pulled out. Pushed in 
again, 


rubbing circles on his gland and doing not one thing to help 
him 


obey the command in Drew’s voice. 
Biting his lip, Ron grabbed his thighs with both hands, 
holding them up and wide apart. The position kept him from 


moving much, which ought to make Drew happy. And if 
Drew 


was happy with him, maybe he’d finally touch his cock. 
The look Ron had already become addicted to—love, desire, 


and an Oh my God I can’t believe this is really happening 
wonder— 


slid through Drew’s eyes again. He swallowed, one hand still 


massaging Ron’s sweet spot and the other caressing the 
sensitive 


Skin of his lower abdomen. Leaning forward, he kissed the 
inside 


of Ron’s right knee. Trailed kisses down his thigh. Stopped to 
kiss each finger where they dug into the flesh. Explored the 

crease between Ron’s hip and groin with his tongue. 

Ron wailed when Drew lapped at his hole where it stretched 


around the intruding fingers. “Oh, my God. Oh God. Drew.” 


A low groan answered him. Drew licked a wet path from 
Ron's 


ass to his balls, rolled one testicle then the other with his 
tongue. 


By the time Drew took Ron’s cock into his mouth—finally, 


finally—Ron felt ready to shatter. He dropped his legs, 
braced his 


feet on the bed and thrust into Drew’s throat. Shooting him 
a 
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look full of heat, Drew clamped an arm across Ron’s hips to 
hold 


him still and sucked harder. 
Ron nearly came off the bed when Drew deep-throated him. 


He grabbed Drew’s hair with both hands. “Drew. Gonna 
come.” 


He barely got the words out before Drew pulled off and 


sat back, shaking off Ron’s grip. Sliding his fingers from 
Ron's 


body, he reached for the condom. Ron watched, heart 
racing, 


while Drew tore open the packet and rolled the latex sheath 
over 


his erection. His fingers shook. Ron touched his hand, and 
he 


flashed an anxious smile. 
Ron bent sideways and snatched up the lube. He poured a 


good palmful. Drew took the bottle from him, snapped it 
shut 


and tossed it aside. His whole body shuddered when Ron’s 
hands 


closed over his cock, spreading the lube with long, slow 
strokes. 


“Ron. Oh, Christ.” His fingers dug into the insides of Ron’s 
thighs. 
The way his voice broke nearly undid Ron. Blinking away the 


sting behind his eyelids, Ron reached down to spread lube 
on his 


hole. “It’s okay. Come on.” 
Drew licked his lips. Let out a trembling breath. He pushed 


Ron’s right leg upward to spread him open, took his prick in 
his 


free hand and nudged the head into position at Ron’s 
opening. 


Staring straight into Ron’s eyes, he pressed his hips forward. 


The muscles loosened with nothing but a brief burn. Drew 


Slid into Ron in one steady motion. “Oh, God.” Ron clutched 
at Drew’s shoulders, wrapped both legs around his waist. He 


couldn’t think, could barely breathe, couldn’t focus on 
anything 


but the sweet pressure filling him up. 
Following a blind need to get Drew closer, Ron pulled with 


arms and legs. Drew fell forward, landing on his elbows. He 
tilted 


his head. Brushed Ron’s lips with his. Opened his mouth and 


pressed down, sliding their tongues together. A flex of his 
hips 


drove his cock deeper, hitting Ron’s gland, and Ron moaned 
into 


Drew’s mouth. 

Drew’s breath hitched. “Jesus, Ron. Not gonna last.” 
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“Me neither.” Ron locked his ankles at the small of Drew’s 
back. “It’s okay. We’ll do it again later, huh?” 


Drew let out a breathless laugh. “Better believe it.” He 
shifted 


his weight, curling one arm beneath Ron’s shoulder and 
shoving 


the other hand between them to wrap around Ron’s cock. 
Ron grasped at Drew’s shoulders, panting. “Oh. God.” 
Nodding, Drew kissed him again. He slid his prick partway 


out and slammed back in. Did it again. Ron clung to Drew 
with 


all his strength, dropping his head to mouth along Drew’s 
neck 


when neither of them could hold on to the kiss any longer. 
He 


felt molten inside, his mind lost in a rush of pure sensation 
as 


Drew pounded into him, jerking his cock in a rough, 
graceless 


rhythm. 
It was amazing. Better than anything Ron had ever felt. 


Somewhere in the depths of his pleasure-addled brain, he 
knew 


he didn’t have Drew’s skill to thank for that. 

Love. Love made all the difference. Turned ordinary sex into 
something transcendent. 

Overwhelmed by the feelings washing through him, he 


clutched Drew closer, pressed his lips to Drew’s ear. “Love 
you,” 


he whispered, his voice broken by Drew’s thrusts. 
A harsh sound came from Drew’s throat. “Oh, fuck.” His 


hips moved faster, harder. He rubbed his cheek against 
Ron's, 


stubble scratching his kin. 
Ron dug his heels into Drew’s back, bit Drew’s neck, fisted a 


hand in his hair. Orgasm built like a coiling snake in his belly 
and 


he moaned as his cock swelled in Drew’s hand. “Drew. 
Close.” 


Drew didn’t answer. His hand stopped moving on Ron’s 
cock, 


but Ron didn’t mind so much since Drew was busy fucking 
him 


closer and closer to release. Ron tightened his grip on 
Drew’s hair 


as the tingling heat built in his groin and spread down his 
thighs. 


He was so damn close... 
Drew’s breath stuttered. His lips moved, forming a single 


silent word that might’ve been Ron’s name against his 
mouth. 
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That barely-there, reverent almost-whisper did it for Ron as 


much as Drew’s fingers constricting around his shaft. He 
came 


with a jerk and a sharp cry. Semen splattered his chest and 
belly. 


His hole clamped down hard on Drew’s cock. 
“God, Ron, oh, fuck.” Drew slammed into Ron in a series of 


Short, punishing strokes that battered his gland and blurred 
his 


vision, then went still. A loose strand of his hair fell forward 
to 


tickle Ron’s face. 
Violent tremors gave away the moment of Drew’s silent 


climax. Ron let go of Drew’s hair, stroked his shivering back 
and 


kissed his slack lips as they both rode the high. 
Long, wonderful moments later, Drew let go of Ron’s 


softening cock, reached down between his legs, and slid out 
of 


him with a soft hiss. Taking off the condom seemed to 
require 


all the strength Drew had left. He dropped it on the 
crumpled 


sheets with a shaking hand and curled half on top of Ron, 
his 


head tucked beneath Ron’s chin and one leg thrown over 
Ron’s 


thighs. He curled an arm around Ron’s middle, the palm 
spread 


possessively across his bare hip. 
Happiness expanded in Ron’s chest until his body felt too 


small to contain it. Smiling, he wound his arms around Drew 
and 


rested his cheek against his tangled hair. 


When he felt the dampness against his neck, Ron didn’t say 
a 


word. He held Drew tight and pretended he didn’t notice the 
way 


his shoulders shook. Maybe later, he would feel up to talking 
it 


over. If so, Ron would listen. Right now, his role was just to 
be 


there, and understand that not all tears came from grief. 


ChaPTeR TwentTy-one 


At first, Ron thought the sobs that woke him were Drew’s. 
He 


sat bolt upright in bed, reaching for the man who ought to 
still 


be there beside him. 

The bed was cold. 

Apprehension coiled in Ron’s gut. “Drew?” 

No answer. Leaning sideways, he switched on the lamp. The 


room was empty. The bedside clock read five thirty-seven 
a.m. 


A faint cry drifted from the third floor, and realization 
smacked Ron between the eyes. 
He grimaced. “Crap.” 


Sliding out of bed, he pulled on his scrub pants and hoodie 
and 


hurried out into the hall. He ignored the bite of cold 
floorboards 


against his bare feet and the twinge of abused muscles in 
his ass. 


If Drew was upstairs, there was no telling what shape he’d 
be in. 


He needed Ron right now. 


Ron switched on the hall light and took the stairs to the 
tower 


room two ata time. “Drew? Are you up here?” 
“I’m here.” 
Drew’s voice sounded flat and thick. Exhausted. Worried, 


Ron walked closer to the figure sitting on the floor on the 
other 


side of the room, his bare back outlined by the light 
bleeding in 


from the hall downstairs. “Are you okay?” 

“I'd heard the stories, you know? | didn’t want to believe it. 
But...” Another spectral sob drifted through the air. Drew let 
out a soft, broken sound. “I tried to talk to him, but he won’t 
answer me.” 

Ron ached for him. Crossing to where Drew sat huddled 

on the floor—wearing his jeans, at least, thank God; Ron had 


thought he was naked up here in the cold at first—he 
lowered 


himself to the wide wooden planks, wound both arms 
around 
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Drew and rested his cheek against Drew’s shoulder. “It’s not 


really William. Not his spirit, | mean. It’s more like a 
recording 


of him.” He kissed Drew’s shoulder. The skin felt chilly 
against 


his lips. “I know it seems like he’s here, suffering, but he 
isn’t. He 


really isn’t.” 
Slipping an arm around Ron’s waist, Drew nuzzled his hair. 


They sat in silence for a moment. Ron waited, trying not to 
look 


at the vague, misty figure wavering in and out of sight in the 
middle of the room. 

“How do you know?” Drew whispered after several minutes. 
William’s shade let out a woeful moan. Drew shivered, 

and Ron tightened his arms around him. “I had a paranormal 
investigations company out here a little while back.” 

To Ron’s surprise, Drew let out a soft, sad laugh. “So that’s 
who that was.” 

Ron frowned, puzzled. “Huh?” 


“Nothing.” Drew kissed his forehead. “What did they say?” 


“They called this a residual haunting. They said it was like a 


recording of William playing over and over again, but there’s 
no 


intelligence behind it.” 
Drew lifted his head. He glanced at the translucent white 


blur hovering not ten feet from them, then turned to stare 
out 


the window. “He’s really gone. There’s not even his ghost 
left 


anymore.” 
The mingled relief and sorrow in Drew’s voice broke Ron’s 


heart. He pushed to his feet and held both hands down for 
Drew. 


“Come on. Let’s go downstairs.” 


Drew stared up at Ron, all his loss, his fear, and his hopes 
raw 


on his face. His focus shifted to the misty figure behind Ron. 
He 


swallowed. Without a word, he took Ron’s hands and let 
himself 


be pulled to his feet. 


The sobs faded and stopped as Ron led Drew down the 


narrows steps from the tower room and along the second 
floor 


hallway. At the top of the staircase to the first floor, Drew 
paused 
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and glanced over his shoulder, but he turned around after a 
moment and followed Ron to the foyer. 

Downstairs, Ron led Drew toward the living room. “You go 
sit down. l'Il make some coffee.” 

“I'd just as soon hang out in the kitchen with you, if that’s 
okay.” Drew hooked an arm around Ron’s waist when they 


reached the kitchen entrance and pulled him close. “I can 
make 


us some breakfast. If you’ve got anything other than 
doughnuts 


and Pop Tarts, that is.” 
Joking. That was a good thing. 


Tilting his head back, Ron studied Drew’s face. His eyes 
were 


swollen and red-rimmed, but the corners of his mouth 
curved 


upward just a little. Ron decided to take that as a good sign. 


“Hey, | have blueberry Pop Tarts. That’s fruit.” Drew 
laughed, 


but his eyes cut upward toward the ceiling, as if he could 
stare 


straight through it into the tower room two floors above. Ron 


rose on tiptoe, wound his arms around Drew’s neck and 
rubbed 


his cheek against Drew’s. “Are you okay? Really?” 

Drew nodded, his stubble scratching Ron’s skin. “It was a 
shock to hear... Well. You know. And then | saw him, and...” 
His grip on Ron tightened. Ron could feel the rapid gallop of 


his heart. “I’m glad it’s not really him. You know? Don’t think 
| 


could stand that.” 
Ron had no idea how to answer, or if he even should. What 


do you say to your lover after he’s just confronted the ghost 
—sort 


of—of his first love? No self-help book on the planet covered 
this particular situation. 
Ron himself had no words of wisdom. All he had were his 


touch, his kiss, the love he wanted to share with Drew every 
single 


day for the rest of their lives. Laying a hand on Drew’s 
cheek, he 


turned his head enough to capture Drew’s lips with his own. 
After last night, the desire between them simmered low and 


lazy. Ron liked it. Liked taking his time getting to know the 
taste 


and feel and scent of Drew in the early morning after a night 
of 


fabulous sex. 
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Eventually, Drew broke away, his face flushed. “So, | believe 
you mentioned coffee?” 

“I did.” Ron stepped back when Drew’s arms dropped. He 


led the way toward the kitchen, Drew trailing behind him, 
and 


headed straight for the coffee maker. “I actually have some 
eggs 


in the fridge and half a loaf of bread. That sounds like 
breakfast 


to me.” 


The look he got in return was pitying. Shaking his head, 
Drew 


started digging through the cabinets. After a moment, he let 
out 


a triumphant whoop that startled Ron so badly he spilled 
coffee 


grounds all over the counter. “What was that for?” 
Drew emerged from the depths of the bottom cabinet, 


grinning, with a box of Peachy’s Pancake Mix Ron had 
forgotten 


all about and a waffle iron he didn’t even know was there. 
“Fuck 


eggs and toast. I’m making you a real breakfast.” 
An hour and change later, so stuffed with apple-cinnamon 


waffles he could barely walk, Ron followed Drew out the 
back 


door, down the porch steps, and out to the bluff ’s edge to 
watch 


the sunrise. It was chilly out, but Drew’s hand in his warmed 
him 


even more than the giant mug of coffee clutched in his 
other 


hand. 
They stood in silence for a few minutes, sipping coffee and 


watching the light from the sun rising out of sight behind 
them 


turn the morning mist a shimmering white. The surf boomed 


against the rocks far below. Overhead, a sharp fall breeze 
hissed 


through the branches. 
Ron drew a breath scented with cold, evergreens and the 


ocean. He’d miss the city, miss his friends and family, but 
this was 


a beautiful place. A peaceful place. And as long as he had 
Drew, 


he could make a home anywhere. 
“I was thinking,” he began, rubbing his thumb over the 


handle of his coffee mug. “The way my job works, | can 
really do 


it from anywhere. | don’t need to be tied to one spot, you 
know? 


My office is pretty much my laptop and my cell.” 

Drew frowned at him. “Ron, what’re you saying?” 
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This Is it. Grow some balls and just tell him. Ron breathed in. 


Breathed out. Forced himself to look Drew in the eye. “I’m 
not 


going back to New York. | want to stay here, with you.” 


If it was possible for a person to look more stunned, Ron had 


never seen it. Drew stared, his face white beneath his tan, 
and 


Ron’s heart sank. 


“I don’t mean | want to move in with you.” Ron bit his lip 
and 


wished he had a free hand because, wow, the urge to fiddle 
with 


something out of sheer nerves was driving him crazy. 
Especially 


since Drew did not seem inclined to say a single word. “l 
mean, 


| kind of do. I’d love to live with you. But I’m not gonna force 


myself on you. I’m sure I can find an apartment or 
something, | 


just want—” 

Drew clamped a hand over Ron’s mouth, cutting off the flow 
of words. “No.” 

No? 

Silently cursing himself for an idiot, Ron shook loose of 


Drew’s hands and stepped back. He kept his gaze carefully 
on 


the ground. Maybe he shouldn’t be surprised, but he was. 
And it 


hurt that Drew didn’t want him to stay. 
“Ron.” Drew grabbed his chin. Forced him to look up. 


Drew’s expression was serious, but unconflicted for the first 
time 


since Ron had met him, and the novelty of it was enough to 
hold Ron still in spite of the childish desire to run away. Drew 


smiled. “Look, you got the wrong idea. | want you with me. 
Just 


not here.” 

Relieved and puzzled, Ron shook his head. “Then | still don’t 
understand.” 

Drew’s hand fell away from Ron’s face. He studied Ron with 


a thoughtful gaze. “You're a city kid, born and bred. You’d 
never 


be happy here.” 
“I like it here,” Ron protested. He thought he knew where 


this was going. He took Drew’s hand and squeezed. “It 
wouldn’t 


be like before, Drew. If | was that unhappy, I’d never keep it 
from 


you. Especially not knowing what happened with William. I’d 
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never do that to you.” 

Drew hung his head. When he lifted it again, his eyes were 
suspiciously shiny, but he smiled the smile Ron had already 


decided he’d do anything to see. “I know. But you couldn’t 
be 


happy here for the long term. We both know that. And the 
thing 


is...” He turned to look out over the water. “The thing is I’m 
done here. | need to move on.” 


Ron’s heart lurched. He stared up at Drew. “You want to 
leave 


Sebastian’s Bluff?” 


“Yeah. It’s time.” Drew met Ron’s gaze again. 
Determination, 


and—more importantly—confidence shone from his eyes. 
“There’s nothing to keep me here. No family. No home. That 


house behind us is the only real home | ever had, and, well, 
| 


couldn’t ever live there again even if | hadn’t sold it.” He 
lifted 


one shoulder in a shrug that didn’t come off nearly as casual 
as it 


was probably supposed to. “The only real friends | got here 
are 


Joe and Ella, and | can still keep in touch with them.” 
Ron took a sip of coffee to keep himself from letting 


loose with a victory cry. He’d been more than willing to 
leave 


everything behind and stay here with Drew. But the hard 
truth 


was, as gorgeous as this place was, Drew was right. He 
didn’t 


belong here. Didn’t think he could ever get used to living 
here full 


time. The knowledge galled him, but there it was. 
He had to know, though. Had to make sure Drew was 


positive. Because Drew’s happiness took top priority, and 
Ron 


would sacrifice anything he had to in order to make Drew 
happy. 


He brushed the hair from Drew’s eyes. “Are you sure about 


this, Drew? Tell me the truth. We have to always tell each 
other 


the truth.” 


“I’m sure. | promise.” The smile came back, wide and 
dazzling, 


and Ron knew everything would be okay. “I figured out last 
night 


that if | have you, | got nothing to keep me here. Tell you 
what, 


that made me feel free for the first time since me and 
William 


used to go out painting London red every night.” 
A grin spread across Ron’s face, so big it almost hurt. He 
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laughed for sheer joy. “Awesome. So, where do you want to 
live? 


We can go anywhere. Like | said, | can work from anyplace.” 


Leaving New York would be hard, but he’d do it if Drew 
wanted. 


“| loved London when | lived there. City life was different. 


Exciting. Always so much to do and see.” Drew wound a 
strand 


of Ron’s overly long bangs around one finger. “I always 
wished 


I'd been able to see New York City. | guess this is the perfect 


chance, huh?” 


Oh, my God. Too excited to hold himself in check, Ron flung 
his free arm around Drew’s neck. Coffee sloshed from his 
mug onto both of them, but he didn’t care. Not only was he 


going home after all, but he got to take his man with him. 
And 


apparently this was what Drew wanted. 


As Drew’s mouth closed over his, he thought back to that 
day, 


not really so long ago, when he’d stood right here at the 
bluff ’s 


edge and dared life to give him its best shot. He wondered if 


he’d’ve still had the guts to do it if he’d known exactly what 
sort 


of adventure lay ahead. 
He liked to think so. But he supposed it didn’t matter, in the 


end. Life had thrown him a beautifully warped curve, and 
he’d 


caught it. What else was there to say? 
The kiss broke, and he settled into the bend of Drew’s arm. 


Beside him, Drew gazed at the sunbeams breaking through 
the 


mist with a serene smile on his face. Ron slipped his hand 
into 


the back pocket of Drew’s jeans and nuzzled Drew’s throat, 


breathing in his scent—sweat, sex and the sea. “Drew? 
What are 


you thinking?” 
For a moment, Drew was quiet. Then he tilted his face down 


and kissed Ron’s lips. “That it’s a beautiful day to start 
over.” 
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